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As the pharmaceutical packaging 
market grows, producers must better 
address the consumer. Helen Lewis 
reports
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navigate the category, and identify the best 
product for their needs. 

Plastic pharma packaging is predicted to 
reach volumes of 2.3 billion kilograms, up 
from 1.7 billion kilograms in 2010.

Polypropylene is the biggest sub-category, 
with a share of just over one quarter of 
volumes in 2010.

Polyvinyl chloride (PVC) and high-density 
polyethylene (HDPE) contribute the second- 
and third-biggest volume share of the global 
pharma pack market.

Other materials that are regularly used to 
produce pharma packaging, but contribute a 
smaller share, include polycarbonates, nylons, 
copolyesters (COPEs), thermoplastic 
urethanes (TPUs), silicones and acrylics.

Pharma packaging sales are expected to 
maintain steady growth in the short-medium 
term in developed markets, according to 
IntertechPira predictions.

While pressures on public finances may 
inevitably result in a slowdown in healthcare 
expenditure growth, this is likely to be offset 
by the effect of ageing populations.

The strongest pharma packaging growth will 
be witnessed in emerging markets such as 
China; while transitional economies, such as 

here is no doubt that packaging 
plays a pivotal role in the 
importance – and future growth – 

of the pharmaceutical industry.

Good packaging design ensures that patients 
comply with medication requirements, meet 
regulatory requirements, increase the appeal 
of the brand and vie for pole position in a 
hugely competitive global marketplace. 

The pharma packaging industry is strong  
and set to regain robust growth once  
again following a tumultuous period for 
industries worldwide.

The global pharma packaging market is 
forecast to reach a value of $68 billion ( 49.4 
billion) by 2015, up from $42 billion in 2008. 

As more and more pharma products move 
from behind the pharmacy counter to retailers’ 
shelves, these previously faceless products  
are relying more than ever on packaging 
design to appeal to consumers.

Shoppers are gaining stronger control over 
their personal choice of healthcare products, 
with a wide selection available off the shelf 
without a doctor’s prescription.

Getting the packaging design right first 
time in a commercially available product is 
imperative. Packaging provides an unrivalled 
opportunity to create visibility for products 
and help consumers make the right choice, 

‘

’
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increasingly under the spotlight, it has become 
essential for manufacturers and retailers to 
streamline the packaging supply chain, and 
remove human error from the process as much 
as possible.’

Hawkins believes that the complex nature of 
the design-to-print stage of the product supply 
chain can impede new product development, 
compounded by confusing regulatory 
demands.

He says: ‘A number of complex techniques 
and processes are involved, which require 
input from many individuals, both internally 
and externally. Incorporating everybody’s 
comments is often a challenging task because 
of contradictory instructions and illegible 
handwriting.

‘The complex nature of these procedures 
means that this part of the supply chain can 
be confusing, and lead to mismanagement, 
confusion regarding delivery deadlines, and an 
increasing number of amendments, resulting 
in the time-to-market for a product potentially 
extending months past its due date.

‘In addition to severely affecting the 
profitability of the brand, a lengthy 
development period incurs costs, reduces 
staff productivity, and delays the income from 
those bodies and consumers who purchase the 
item.

Russia, are likely to suffer slight declines in 
consumer spending that will have a negative 
impact on healthcare packaging sales in the 
short-to-medium-term. 

China has become a desirable destination 
for packaging companies to expand into new 
markets, and also to outsource – and reduce 
the cost of – various parts of the packaging 
design chain.

The country is forecast to continue 
experiencing double-digit annual growth (an 
estimated 11–12% annually to 2013). Lower 
wages, a skilled and plentiful workforce and 
state-of-the-art technology have made China a 
pharma packaging hub. 

The overall global pharma market is forecast 
to reach $880 billion by 2011, driven by 
growth in the Chinese market. IMS Health 
predicts pharma sales in China, now the 
world’s third largest market, will increase  
by more than a quarter to exceed $50 billion 
this year.

The 17 so-called ‘pharmerging’ countries – 
IMS’s term for Brazil, Turkey, Russia,  
China, India, Mexico, South Korea,  
Venezuela, Poland, Argentina, Vietnam,  
South Africa, Thailand, Indonesia, Egypt, 
Pakistan, and the Ukraine – are forecast to 
grow at a rate of 15–17% during 2011 to 
reach $170–180 billion.

Ever-changing health regulations will continue 
to pose challenges for pharma packaging 
innovations. However, regulatory requirements 
are constantly being updated and revised in 
the pharma industry, and this as been long 
accepted as a pivotal part of the new product 
development and packaging design process. 

Martin Hawkins, executive director at 
Sun Brand Technologies, says: ‘Regulatory 
requirements, standards and processes 
are constantly being updated in the 
pharmaceutical industry, which makes 
packaging products in this sector a huge 
challenge.

‘With tighter operating principles and labelling 
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counterfeited drugs represented almost 10% 
of the worldwide pharmaceutical market.

There were 1,693 known incidents of 
counterfeit medicines in 2009, a rise of 7%, 
according a Reuters news report in May 2010.

‘One of the main contributing factors to this, 
and one that is expected to keep increasing 
throughout 2011, is the number of online 
pharmacies now available that allow people 
to self-medicate, without the need to visit 
the doctor to ensure they are in receipt of 
legitimate drugs,’ says Gilbert.

‘There is a worrying statistic from the Cracking 
Counterfeit Europe report, which surveyed the 
general public and doctors across 14 European 
countries. It revealed that 15% of UK adults 
surveyed admitted buying prescription drugs 
from the Internet rather than visiting their 
doctor.’

According to the aforementioned ARC report, 
manufacturers are increasingly deploying anti-
counterfeiting technologies to reduce the risks 
associated with counterfeit products.

The report states: ‘Anti-counterfeiting 
technologies offer substantial benefits to 

‘Above all else it can compromise product 
quality, which in this sector could be 
disastrous and dangerous.’

Greater involvement by the consumer means 
more attention must now be paid to their 
needs – and their feedback – during the 
product development and packaging design 
process.

Consumer trials and focus groups are gaining 
importance but, of course, add to the length 
and complexity of the design process.

Hawkins predicts that future industry 
regulations will mean a solution that 
streamlines the design-to-print aspect of 
the product supply chain, which will prove 
increasingly valuable to pharmaceutical 
brands and manufacturers. 

‘This will help to ensure quality is never 
compromised, and ensure repeatability, 
consistency and measurability of the process, 
as well as improving the profitability of all 
those involved,’ he surmises. 

Three trends to watch in 2011, according  
to industry executives Gillian Garside- 
Wight, packaging technology director at 
Packaging Partner, and Andrew Gilbert, 
business development director at Ingenia 
Technology, are:

 Anti-counterfeiting 
 Openability 
 Sustainability

The global anti-counterfeiting and brand 
protection (ABP) market is forecast to grow 
strongly in 2010–15, according to a study by 
the ARC Advisory Group, Anti-Counterfeiting 
and Brand Protection Worldwide Outlook.

The ABP market grew significantly over  
the past couple of years owing to the 
high growth in counterfeit goods. Drug 
counterfeiting is increasing worldwide, 
with more sophisticated counterfeiters and 
increased online purchasing.

Gilbert at Ingenia Technology points to 
2010 health sector figures that showed 
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When consumers receive their medication, 
they can send a text message containing the 
unique identifier on the individual strip to a 
phone number that is printed alongside the 
code. They then receive an authentication text 
message from Unichem. 

The introduction of the anti-counterfeiting 
measures has made no change to Unichem’s 
manufacturing processes and production 
output will remain the same, according to a 
company statement.

Following recent research conducted by 
Ingenia Technology of 1,000 consumers, 
more than 45% of respondents were not 
reassured of a product’s authenticity by any 
traditional anti-counterfeit security measures 
such as holograms, watermarks or trade body 
associations.

Gilbert believes there must be more advanced 
methods of securing our products in 2011. 

‘With new regulations being introduced in 
the US and Europe, the focus is on how 
technology can play a more prominent role in 
the solution to this problem,’ he adds.

‘Technology must be more influential in 
making the supply chain more accountable, 
particularly as brand owners look to adopt a 

manufacturers that need to protect their 
supply chain.

‘The Internet and the increase in counterfeit 
products will continue to stimulate the market 
to employ ABP technologies, and deter 
counterfeiters. This will be especially true as 
government regulations and requirements are 
standardised, for compliance and supply chain 
visibility.

‘The economy has increased consumers’ desire 
to purchase “cheaper” products over the 
Internet, and increased manufacturers’ need 
to reduce counterfeit products in the supply 
chain and improve profits.

‘Liability, safety, and risk all play a role in the 
demand for ABP technologies.’

‘As we enter 2011, counterfeit products are 
becoming ever more prominent across a 
number of industry sectors,’ says Ingenia 
Technology’s Gilbert.

‘More specifically, with incidents increasing 
wherever drugs are available, counterfeit 
medicines are a serious issue across the globe. 
While they have traditionally been associated 
with developing countries and illegal 
online pharmacies, this is now spreading to 
legitimate supply chains, as counterfeiters 
become more security savvy. 

‘This increasing recurrence of counterfeit 
crime is putting continuous pressure on 
brands to protect their products, and the users 
of these products, through more sophisticated 
covert technology solutions.’

Unichem Laboratories and PharmaSecure 
bought 70 million of PharmaSecure’s codes, 
to be used for protecting its products and 
consumers from counterfeiting and diversion 
in December 2010. The unique identifier 
codes are to be applied to several of 
Unichem’s leading medicines.

The product security solution empowers 
consumers to check whether a drug is 
authentic via text message (SMS) using a 
mobile phone. 
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‘All packaging needs to contain, protect and 
preserve the product that it is holding. Over 
the years, developments in natural plastics 
now mean that sustainable containers have 
been commercially viable both in terms of 
structure, production and cost.

‘This will undoubtedly significantly help to 
reduce the amount of waste that is currently 
being put in landfill sites across the UK.’

There are many aspects of design to consider, 
and it is likely that the pharmaceutical 
packaging industry will be transformed in 
the coming years, after a relative lack of 
innovation, according to Garside-Wight.

She concludes: ‘The pharmaceutical 
industry is one of the few sectors that 
has not experienced any major packaging 
developments in the last few years.

‘I believe that now is the time to start 
looking at innovative ways to ensure 
the packaging remains functional in the 
years ahead, whilst also becoming more 
environmentally friendly.’ 

more innovative and covert approach.’ 

Gilbert notes that the company’s Laser Surface 
Authentication is an example of a more 
innovative anti-counterfeiting technology.

The technology can rapidly analyse the 
surface of any item and produce a unique 
digital serial code. 

‘This code, which has been described as 
being like a fingerprint or DNA sequence for 
the item, is unique for every document, card 
and carton, and can be used to uniquely 
and unambiguously authenticate and trace 
that item.

‘The serial code is naturally occurring and is 
not added by any manufacturing step. Hence, 
there is no way to reproduce it,’ says Gilbert.

Garside-Wight of Packaging Partner notes that 
packaging design is also an important area of 
development.

‘In terms of openability, packs need to be 
child-proof, but all too often they are also 
adult-proof. As the population gets older, 
manufacturers must make sure that the 
ergonomics of packs are going to be suitable 
for the consumers that will be using them,’ 
she comments.

‘This means adopting easy-to-open closure 
systems, and perhaps removing the traditional 
squeeze and twist mechanism to simply use 
a larger cap, which children cannot grip to 
open.’

And pharma packaging is likely to change in 
the coming years with environmental impact 
in mind too.

‘When it comes to pharmaceutical packaging 
design there has always been a great deal of 
emphasis placed on the functionality of the 
pack,’ says Garside-Wight.

‘A lot of effort is put into ensuring the product 
is tamper- and child-proof, but there has 
been very little commitment towards making 
containers more sustainable.’
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