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The contemporary role  
of flow wrap packaging
by Clara Giardina, PhD Student of Architecture and Design Cultures, Alma Mater Studiorum – Università di Bologna
Flaviano Celaschi, Full Professor of Design, Department of Architecture, Alma Mater Studiorum – Università di Bologna

The biggest issues faced by flexible packaging today have led flow wrapping,  
a democratic packaging characterised by a high value matrix, to be a guarantee  
of hygiene, quality and safety of the packaged product in various conditions  
of space and time, sometimes even “extreme”: Clara Giardina  
and Flaviano Celaschi present a social, cultural and design-based interpretation  
of this apparently simple, but in actual fact complex industrial product.

Technological culture and impact on society

The shapes of the artificial objects that surround us are 
largely the result of technological production needs linked 
to industrial processes. For roughly a century, they have 
been developed by machines designed to quantitatively 
(and therefore economically) scale the economic invest-
ment needed to make them. They are called industrial 
products and the parameters guiding the main production 
choices are time, space, and cost.

This has always been the case: mankind has gone 
through all the cycles of adapting to the Planet starting 
from “organic technology”, if there was a problem, his first 
attempt was always to solve it by purposefully modifying 
his own body, and alternatively resorting to the use of or-
ganic materials: vegetation and shrubs, and other living 
organisms. This was also because organic raw materials 
had a naturally cyclical availability.

When it came to containing liquids and powders or 
substances made up of small fragments (like seeds) dur-
ing the journey from the source or origin, or in the case 
of pre-agricultural nomadism, the most ancient solution 

adopted to our knowledge (for which very ancient remains 
have been found, and which is still used in many parts of the 
world today) is that of using animal skins, treated and sealed 
to create flexible vessels called wineskins. Goat stomach 
skins or those obtained by tanning animal skins are still 
used today, and were the solution adopted until the arrival of 
industrial technology. Curzio Malaparte, in the novel Kaputt, 
refers to the soldiers’ amazement at finding “wine in sacks” 
during their invasion of Campania in the Second World War.

Hence the need to collect powders, grains, and liq-
uids in containers able to retain their sensory and function-
al characteristics for a suitable period of time, is an age-old 
problem that has always been technologically resolved, in 
the vast majority of cases, by two practices:

the creation of terracotta vessels (normally a more 
rigid and heavy solution, more suited to large quantities for 
long trips or long-term preservation);

the creation of sacks in organic or artificial tissue 
(normally a lightweight and flexible solution, also in terms 
of shape, particularly suited to personal quantities or as a 
short-term solution to the problem).
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The process for the second type is recurring and 
follows two alternative paths:

•	we start from an organic or plant tissue already shaped 
like a tube: the issue is therefore how to seal one edge of 
the tube permanently, and the other in an openable way;

•	we start from a flat organic or plant tissue: the issue is 
therefore how to bend and sew it in order to make a tube 
and then do the above.

To reach the present-day status, we skip two steps which are 
in actual fact quite difficult to summarise in a few words:

•	how do we obtain an impermeable substance that can 
be produced in essentially infinite strips (rolls) with con-
stant performance along its entire length, and which is 
therefore suitable for feeding in a process that uses ro-
tary motion alternated with linear motion (industrial ma-
chines)?

•	how do we seal these strips to obtain a tube shape and 
then seal the two ends of the tube to obtain a hermetic 
container?

This was the recurring industrial theme for decades, and 
the performance characteristics that revolutionised the 
solutions were influenced by polymeric materials. Right up 
until the second industrial revolution, during which, not-
withstanding morphological, geometric, time, cost, and 
performance constraints, it became critical to find a solu-
tion to problems linked to the long-term sustainability of 
the process, and therefore to the rhythms of production 
circularity or management of system outputs.

Towards an industrial product

This historical transition therefore helps us to understand 
how flow wrapping – a “pillow-shaped pouch made from 
flexible film sealed in such a way as to obtain a tube, which 
is then closed on both ends, again by sealing, and then cut” 
– does not invent but rather translates an ancient need into 

modern technological terms, passing from organic to syn-
thetic materials.

Flow wrapping belongs to that category of packag-
ing which is “historically created and affirmed not only as a 
result of formal actions, but also by way of functional needs 
tied to specific packaging processes” (Ciravegna, 2017).

It is worth examining the morphological sphere of 
flow wrapping not only in terms of its historical evolution, 
but also in order to understand what it means to industrially 
and rapidly treat a substance, guaranteeing high standards 
of quality and safety: only then can one truly understand 
the typological inventiveness of the sealed tube.

Starting from the second industrial revolution, 
when we switched from hand-made to serialised objects, 
the number of objects grew dramatically and a new type 
of object was introduced, which was a direct result of the 
changed production methods. We therefore stepped into a 
new material culture which Maldonado defines as the “cul-
ture of physical objects created or manufactured by man, 
in their productive (and/or) symbolic practice”. We entered 
an “industrial culture, where the ratios of production and 
consumption prevail, and the protagonist is the capital-
ist” who produces goods and services “materialising that 
which, little by little, becomes the portion of reality we can 
choose to change through a market exchange.”

The wineskin and all its associated needs and pecu-
liarities, thus becomes flow wrapping.

This typical re-invention of packaging fits into the 
English meaning of Design, in a design culture that thinks 
“the world of things, materials and forms within a social, 
political and economic framework” (Fiorani 2001, p. 59). 
What also emerges is the “nomadism of objects”, which, in 
crossing over into other worlds and cultures, are able “to 
metamorphose” through adaptation and suggestion, but 
also re-invention (Fiorani 2001, p. 161). In this industrial 
period with soaring numbers, customisation did not yet 
exist and “the link between objects and their singularity 
was broken. Objects all became “copies” of a series and 
were no longer original” (Fiorani, 2001, p. 56). The con-
sumer was still a long way from giving this unique and 
globalised product an ecological value, nor had they ac-
quired today’s widespread awareness of the importance 
of the content, hygiene, and safety of the container, for 
example. 

The value matrix of flow wrapping is today easier to 
understand for general citizen-consumers, provided they 
are able to perceive the extent to which this type of pack-
aging is in fact a “concert” by an orchestra of instrumental-
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ists who need to agree upon and integrate, as best as pos-
sible, a symphony that is both harmonious and accessible.

Branzi speaks of the ear as a symbol representing 
today’s “sensory revolution, where it is no longer necessary 
to ‘understand’ the internal mechanisms of phenomena, but 
to ‘perceive’ their effects, select the sounds and information, 
transform the grey mass of noises in space into culture.”

The Designer-director, “a designer with an aesthet-
ic sense that works for the community”, “seeks to produce 
even the most common consumer products in the best way 
possible.” (Munari, 1971, in Sacchetti 2010) Alongside, we 
find the tool of Technique. According to Dorfles, the key 
factor are technologies which in themselves identify the 
materials, transforming and combining them.

And next to Technique, we have the sound of the 
Material. “The materials tells us what the world is made 

of”, and furthermore, “the adherence of the form to the na-
ture of the material [is the] first basis of every constructive 
functionality. 

Flow wrapping, boasting a technology that has 
been successfully adapted to a great variety of materi-
als, has found its unique expression in polymericity. It 
has made plastics a “material of civilisation”, exploiting 
their intrinsic complexity and high performance, beyond 
being a simple structure and integrating different func-
tions. “Materials are becoming less “something with which 
to do something else” [...] and are becoming themselves 
“something that does” (Manzini,1986, p. 40 in Fiorani, 2001).

The social responsibility of flow wrapping

Having outlined the historical, morphological and techno-
logical framework, it is easier to understand which social 
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responsibilities and essential functions this type of pack-
aging has managed to uphold, especially with respect to 
the variable of space.

Flow wrapping:

•	guarantees accessibility to essential goods in extreme 
places and situations (e.g. wars, pandemics, climate dis-
asters) while preserving their long-term quality, hygiene 
and safety;

•	is extremely flexible in terms of distribution and logistics: 
it allows the optimisation of space during transport, and 
has an adaptive morphology with respect to new forms 
of distribution, from e-commerce to automatic last mile 
solutions.

Long-term impacts

Faced with the pressing need to consider the limitedness 
of resources, it is important to understand the advantages 
of flow wrapping in terms of sustainability, and its com-
patibility with an ecological conscience mindful of the fu-
ture (Jonas, 2001 in Celaschi, 2016) and which reasons in 
a logic of circular health. If it is true that we need a peo-

ple-planet-based design hinged on the variable of time, 
no longer “anthropocentric” but rather “anthropocenic” 
– which reflects on how the design itself “shapes reality 
beyond the morphology and functionality of the artificial 
things it designs” – then why promote single-serve (mainly 
polymeric) packaging today?

The aspects of the systemic environmental respon-
sibility of flow wrapping can be summarised as follows:

•	portionability (single-serve) ensures less substance 
waste (for example food and medicines), and signifi-
cantly extends the safe shelf life of the product with re-
spect to other types of multi-serve packaging;

•	a much smaller amount of packaging material is used 
compared to other solutions with similar benefits;

•	this type is often used to package products designed for 
people who live in “temporary living” or transitory situa-
tions in general: travellers, sports figures, business peo-
ple, but also those just passing through. In these cases 
flow wrap packaging allows movement in hygienic con-
ditions and reduces waste. One could speak of Time-
based Packaged goods, in which the functional dimen-
sion is intertwined with the temporal and spatial one;
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•	this type allows innovative solutions with a lower envi-
ronmental impact, such as concentrated/dehydrated 
solutions for home or personal care products.

Systemic effects

In observing all the evolutionary, relational, morphological, 
technological and responsible aspects, we can therefore 
try to understand the systemic-level effects of this typo-
logical category of packaging.

Some food for thought:

•	it can be considered a democratic packaging by way of 
its accessibility, convenience, assurance, simplicity of 
production and environmental responsibility in overall 
terms;

•	it has proven to be adaptive with respect to other sys-
tem-product innovations in the same sector:
- it enables the use of concentrated/dehydrated solu-
tions for circular processes with a reduced environmen-
tal impact;
- it adapts to material innovations;
- it allows the implementation of innovations for logistics 

efficiency (e.g. automated transport, robotic movement, 
optimisation between primary/secondary/tertiary pack-
aging);
- it allows extreme customisation in new product cate-
gories (e.g. personalised and pre-dosed pharmaceutical 
therapies or supplements).

The social, cultural and design-based interpretation of 
flow wrapping explored herein, outlines a complex and 
high-value profile, in spite of its typological simplicity 
and the historical “humble origins” of its positioning in the 
space-time continuum.

In a logic of evolution in which we try to imagine 
any unexpressed possibilities, we could hypothesise an 
improved manifestation of the communicative potential of 
this type of packaging.

For example: more emphasis on customisation, 
the communication of brand value messages (potentially 
unique to each package), or the integration of technologi-
cal and digital opportunities, may open up to new scenari-
os and new functions in terms of reliability, transparency or 
interactive consumer engagement.
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“It was in the research centres of Moplefan in Terni,  
in collaboration with machine manufacturers, that works 
first began for the production of a packaging film that could 
replace the more costly, but certainly more widespread 
Cellophane. The downstream world of conversion and use 
was very resistant to change, also because the Cellophane 
production chain was already in the hands of large 
multinational firms less than willing to promote change, 
clearly interested in protecting their own assets.  
It was therefore decided to install a printing department  
so as to be able to contact food industries directly,  
and promote the new PP-based film.”

Maurizio De Costanzo
Consultant, DECOM S.r.l. 

Maurizio De Costanzo, chemical engineer, has worked in the plastics and flexible 
packaging film (PE, PP, PET, PA) industry for more than 40 years in executive 
positions for companies such as Mobil, Montedison, Exxonmobil, Shell, Snia, and 
is currently a member of the General Council of Federchimica and the Board of 
Directors of Plastics Europe Italia. He offers strategic consultancy in the plastics 
sector through his company, DECOM.

The ‘60s were characterised by a boom in plastics, which ended up  
replacing the more common and widespread Cellophane.

https://www.federchimica.it/
https://plasticseurope.org/it/
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In 1910, David Hudson and Alexander Sharp purchased a 
small machine shop in Green Bay (Wisconsin, USA) that 
manufactured parts for sawmills and repaired steamboats, 
and named it The Hudson-Sharp Machine Company. The 
general manager, Sam Campbell, was called to serve in 
the United States military in the Second World War: while 
he was deployed in Europe, he was introduced to wrapped 
food products. After his return, he developed a machine to 
automate the packaging of food items: with a team of en-
gineers, he invented the horizontal flow wrapper and filed 
a patent application in 1946. The “Campbell Wrapper” was 
quickly adopted throughout the world for the wrapping of 
candy, chocolates, cracker, and various other products: the 
patent was granted shortly thereafter for the machine de-
sign. The early flow wrapping materials were paper, glass-
ine, and Cellophane. In 1947 Campbell and a few close as-
sociates purchased the company and continued to develop 
flow wrappers for vacuum packaging.

In 1956, FMC Corporation acquired the company 

75 years of manufacturing  
horizontal flow wrappers
Campbell Wrapper Corporation
www.campbellwrapper.com

For this contribution, thanks to Michael Jarmuskiewicz 
for giving voice to Campbell Wrapper Corporation.

and kept upgrading the flow wrapper product line with 
inverted, dual lane, shrink and polyethylene wrappers. 
Wrapping materials evolved: polypropylene replaced cel-
lophane, due to its lower cost, longer shelf life and lower 
melting point.

In 1994, FMC sold the flow wrapper product line 
to SASIB. In 2001, John Dykema purchased the flowpack 
product line from SASIB and called the company Camp-
bell Wrapper Corporation. The sanitary and hygienic de-
sign of the equipment was significantly improved to ensure 
food and medical/pharma product integrity. The business 
continues to design and develop new products and inte-
grates the latest electronic control technology. Nowadays, 
Campbell develops machines to run recyclable content, 
paper, and other sustainable film structures.

http://www.campbellwrapper.com
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Founded in Prato Sesia (Novara, Italy) in 1960 thanks to the 
intuition of Mario Cavanna, who, while working as a freelanc-
er for the Pavesi Group, came face to face with the first flow 
wrapping machines used for crackers, produced by the US 
manufacturer Campbell, immediately recognising the im-
portance of food wrapping. In the ‘60s, with the rapid spread 
of large-scale distribution, packaging became essential, and 
the company took its first steps with its first flow wrappers. 
The search was on for materials able to replace Cellophane, 
among which polypropylene, invented by Nobel Prize winner, 
Natta, and developed on Cavanna flow wrappers. In the ‘70s 
and ‘80s, Cavanna went from being a producer of machinery 
to a producer of automated plants, whose feeding systems 
were a priority: this process was boosted by the use of the 
highest performing materials, which also satisfied the chal-
lenging market demands. Cavanna became a protagonist. 
From the ‘80s through to the year 2000, with the stabilisa-
tion of electronics, Cavanna became one of the world pro-
ducers of automated primary wrapping lines, and presented 
the Cartesio Division to supply both Robotics and Second-

ary packaging. In the early 2000s, the Test Laboratory (now 
TESTCLAB) was created to test materials and study their in-
teraction with flow wrappers. The first sustainable materials 
were adopted (paper, PLA, compostable films based on cellu-
lose and starch), and relationships were formed with material 
producers and converters: as general knowledge of materials 
improved, the machine-material twosome became indispen-
sable. New markets emerged, from pharmaceuticals to baby 
and healthy food: wrapping needed to guarantee product 
safety, and flow wrap packaging perfectly satisfied these de-
mands. Service was created as an independent business unit 
to guarantee increasingly better service to clients throughout 
the world, and with the Revamping program, outdated auto-
mated lines were updated with new electronics. Today, the still 
family-run Group boasts 300 employees who work from a to-
tal of 4 facilities located in Italy, Brazil, and the USA.

Our thanks go to Amedeo Caccia Dominioni and Miriana 
Brigo, who in drafting this paper gave a voice to Cavanna 
Packaging Group.

Cavanna Packaging Group

Flow wrap packaging  
arrives in Italy

www.cavanna.com

https://www.cavanna.com
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Syntegon Technology

Towards automatic and digitalized 
flow wrappers

Syntegon (headquartered in Waiblingen, Germany) is a 
world leading machine manufacturer of horizontal flow 
wrappers, covering the entire range of applications from 
entry-level to fully automated systems including services. 
It’s current position in the horizontal flow wrapping mar-
ket unites the expertise from Doboy, Tevopharm and SIG 
which started in 1906.

In the late 1930’s products were packed in Cello-
phane bags poorly sealed with heated flat irons. Two Doboy 
millwrights developed a rotating sealing unit to solve this 
problem: in the 1940’s Doboy began producing the seal-
ing machines. In 1956-57 SIG caused a sensation with the 
first continuously running horizontal flow-wrap machine 
equipped with a main motor and all functions were me-
chanically coupled through gears.

In the 1970’s the introduction of plastic films like 
BOPP required more accurate temperature controls. Reg-
istered printed packaging material required more sophis-
ticated drive controls. Simultaneously the introduction of 
the PLC allowed a simplification of many control tasks, 
eliminating the electro mechanical relay components.

www.syntegon.com

Thanks to Stephan Schuele e Bruno Oberle for the story 
of the company.

At Interpack 1990 Tevopharm launched the Pack 
1000, the first servo controlled horizontal flow-wrapper, 
shortly followed by SIG’s HSM in 1992. The new technol-
ogies of axis controls and synchronous motors increased 
the flexibility and the speed of the machines and improved 
the ease of changeovers.

At the turn of 2000 increased labor cost and high-
er demand were driving the industry to higher speeds. In 
2011 the HRM was presented, the first HFFS machine that 
can splice at film speeds up to 150 m/min.

Automation, sustainability and digitalization are 
among the most important trends in our industry today. 
The retrofittable and patented paper-ON-form forming 
shoulder allows running paper film at the same speed as 
conventional plastic film. The integration of smart func-
tions like predictive maintenance and self-optimization 
will be the next major change to flow wrapping equipment.

http://www.syntegon.com
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For the writing of this contribution we thank Klaus 
Peters and Paola Dalla Casa for giving voice to the IMA 
FLX HUB group.

IMA FLX HUB

Automatic machines and complete 
lines for flexible packaging

www.ima.it

Founded in 1961, I.M.A. Industria Macchine Automatiche 
S.p.A. is a worldwide leader in the design and manufactur-
ing of automatic machines for the processing and pack-
aging of pharmaceutical, cosmetic and food products. A 
leadership gained through investments in R&D, constant 
dialogue with end-users, and IMA’s ability to internation-
alise and conquer new markets. In 60 years in business, 
IMA has built up experience, reliability, and an extensive 
presence in the global market. Starting from 2013, with the 
acquisition of the Ilapak Group’s companies, IMA moved 
its first step giving birth to today’s FLX HUB: a one stop 
supplier for flexible packaging solutions.

With the aim to strengthen and confirm all-round 
competences with a world-wide perspective, IMA achieved 
the acquisition of other two Italian historic brands - Eu-
rosicma and Record, and the Argentinian Tecmar.

IMA FLX delivers turn-key horizontal and verti-
cal solutions from weighing systems up to any end of line 
equipment. Thanks to continuous investment in R&D and 
to IMA Open Lab support, IMA FLX HUB can offer pack-
aging solutions specially designed to run new eco-friendly 

wrapping materials such as paper, recyclable and com-
postable films.

At IMA Open Lab - a network of technological labo-
ratories and testing area dedicated to the research on sus-
tainable materials, technologies and production optimiza-
tion processes - several services can be provided, from the 
material analysis to optimize performances (or fix issues), 
to customized testing sessions with dedicated team: 360° 
consulting, possibility to identify best material to achieve 
customer production goals, material performance evalu-
ation to get the perfect match between machine & flexible 
film.

https://ima.it/en/
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Did you know that this paper-plastic film can be peeled for easier recycling?

Sbucciapack
by Ottavia Burello, Short-Term Research Fellow, DAD – Department of Architecture and Design, Politecnico di Torino
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Sbucciapack is a Packaging pro-
duced by Lineapack, composed of 
two materials coupled using biode-
gradable water-based glue, which 
are easy to separate: the outer layer 
is made from paper (40/50 g brown 
paper), and the internal layer in a 
thermoplastic material (polypro-
pylene or polyethylene; the plastic is 
selected depending on the content 
to guarantee the barrier protections 
most suited to the use).
The system reduces the amount of 
plastic film used (polypropylene or 

polyethylene) by up to 70% with re-
spect to standard packaging, and 
allows the two layers to be manual-
ly separated. This in turn gives rise 
to a spontaneous and intuitive new 
gesture, sensitising and stimulating 
the end user to improve the quali-
ty of their recycling, more actively 
engaging them in this stage of the 
product’s life cycle. Moreover, Sbuc-
ciapack can be customised with 
flexo printing and eco-friendly wa-
ter-based inks. The film can be sup-
plied in reels or in preformed bags.

http://www.sbucciapack.eu
http://www.lineapacksrl.com/eng/
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Interaction and usability 
in flexible packaging design
by Marco Bozzola, Associate Professor of Design, Department of Architecture and Design, Politecnico di Torino

Bruno Munari, an icon of 20th-century Italian design, prompted us to reflect  
on how Nature had created the perfect packaging, such as the peel of an orange  
or the pod of a pea, in terms of opening systems, sensoriality, and accessibility  
of contents. This reflection will be further explored with the help and guidance  
of Marco Bozzola, who will focus on the interaction and usability of flexible packaging, 
and of flow wrapping in particular, breaking down now almost instinctive actions  
into their specific design components.

The value of packaging

Packaging is a service product, that is, it has an essential 
function of supporting contents, in order that they can be 
channelled into the market, protected against tampering 
and deterioration, communicated, easily and correctly 
used. A somewhat trivial but essential premise in order 
to understand the nature and value of packaging: a ser-
vice-product halfway between a utility and communica-
tion function, but also a process-product that embodies all 
stages of the design and development of a product’s pack-
aging (Kotler et al., 2005).

Packaging is created in the knowledge that it has an 
ephemeral life but with high performance standards and a 
variety of functions necessary for the commercial success 
of the product it is designed to enhance. An apparently 
second-rate product expected to do a lot with very little: 
few materials, reduced costs, a low environmental impact, 
maximum production efficiency, extreme lightness.

Flow wrapping and flexible packaging films in gen-
eral meet said requirements of reduction and optimisation 
even more so than other types: a very thin film that wraps 

around the product at a minimum ratio in weight compared 
to the contents, thus reducing the impact on the environ-
ment, limiting bulk for logistics, providing a large surface 
area for communication and guaranteeing the hermetic 
protection of the contents.

The product for sale is therefore equipped with a 
second skin, which in perceptive terms becomes part of 
the product itself, often even contributing to its use, for ex-
ample as a stain-proof grip when eating a chocolate bar.

Packaging, behaviour and lifestyles

Packaging has forever followed behavioural and lifestyle 
trends with the aim of satisfying the consumer’s needs, 
perspectives and ways of consuming or using the product. 
This aspect is particularly evident in flow wrap packaging: 
snacks consumed on the go for example, or products in-
tended for consumption away from domestic contexts, but 
strictly linked to movement.

In these scenarios, the function of packaging in 
determining the portion, that is, in holding a predefined 



quantity of product corresponding to the unit of consump-
tion, and therefore of sale, finds its natural vocation in flow 
wrapping. A snack bar or single-serve sugar packet for 
your coffee at the bar represents a specific experience, al-
ready implicitly told by the product packaged in that spe-
cific format and quantity: communication can certainly 
contribute to reinforcing the message already expressed 
by the container itself.

A relationship is therefore established between 
the quantity, configuration and moment of consumption, 
which always defines the product’s identity: from the de-
sign of the system of actions and gestures it generates, 
to the prompting of specific social behaviours (Bucchetti, 
2015).

Usability, accessibility, inclusion

As regards the utility function, the packaging design is 
called to observe the user’s needs arising from expected 
behaviour, or potentially implemented by the target dur-
ing consumption. Behaviour, actions, habits that generate 
gestures and ways of using the product, which the packag-
ing must interpret through its configuration. The handling, 

positioning of the grip, method and point of opening are 
some of the aspects that good packaging must guarantee 
and communicate in a simple and intuitive way, in line 
with the user’s abilities.

When speaking of usability, it is important to talk 
not only of the specific target, but also in a broader sense of 
anybody who may come into contact with the product: the 
target itself may include very different users (albeit belong-
ing to the same market segment) in terms of their physical 
and cognitive capacities. It is therefore good practice for 
the design to focus on parties with differing abilities and on 
the resulting specific interaction needs.

In this sense, usability is expressed in the principle 
of accessibility that needs to be guaranteed by the packa-
ging, facilitating not only use of the product, but also gui-
ding it in the direction of maximum inclusion of all poten-
tially interested parties.

Accessibility is in fact included among the 10 fun-
damental values of packaging in the Ethical Packaging 
Charter, drawn up by Giovanni Baule and Valeria Bucchet-
ti in 2015, specifying the importance of equal fruition for 
users with different capacities. Packaging is therefore ac-
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cessible if it is equally usable by parties with different skill 
sets, knowledge, but also personal backgrounds: consi-
dering, therefore, any sensory limits (whether permanent 
or temporary), but also purely subjective characteristics 
such as attention span, right-handed or left-handed users, 
previous experiences, the conditions of the context (Baule 
and Bucchetti, 2015).

One therefore also speaks of “cultural accessibility”, 
that is, the formulation of solutions that help overcome so-
cio-cultural barriers defined by communication codes that 
are often self-referential and associated with a dominant 
culture, which generate a sense of inadequacy in users fo-
reign to that system of values. This acceptation of accessi-
bility, which is more difficult to identify and therefore more 
insidious, continues to be largely neglected with respect to 
others (Miglietta, 2020).

One of the critical aspects in evaluating the acces-
sibility of packaging is its opening performance, which 
can sometimes even translate into negative or frustrating 
experiences in situations where the packaging creates 
an obstacle to accessing the product (generating so-cal-
led packaging frustration). This is today a pressing issue 
in packaging design, where flow wrapping and flexible 
packaging in general (e.g. sachets, bags, stand up pou-
ches) is carefully studied to identify solutions able to im-
prove the ways and techniques of accessing the contents.

The typical flow wrap opening, whereby the longi-
tudinal closure flap is used as the gripping point to make 
the tear, is on one hand an instinctive method and there-
fore one with good affordance, but on the other presents 
several limitations in terms of the agility of the gesture and 
control over the result.

Previous page: Graphics for Sugarillos single-serve sugar packets,  
where the quantity of the contents are effectively and poetically  
represented. Design mousegraphics

Greater precision is obtained using additional tools, 
such as scissors: the horizontal cut is certainly the cleanest 
and in some cases also lends itself to reclosability, however 
the gesture may be less immediate for certain categories 
of users such as the elderly or people with joint problems.

Another intuitive opening method is the end seal 
zig-zag cut, which also serves as an invitation to tear the 
film. Here it is interesting to see how the technical solution 
influences the utility function, which can in turn determine 
the feedback on the technical solution: for example by opt-
ing for a more or less wide and evident zig-zag cut, we are 
able to improve the comprehensibility of the packaging in 
terms of its functionality (opening and access) and narra-
tive (production and technologies).

In any case, all solutions developed during the de-
sign phase must take into account the need for mediation 
between product protection needs (a reliable seal, charac-
teristics of the material) and in-use performance in terms 
of easy opening. The design action therefore needs to ef-
ficiently interface with the technical and technological re-
quirements, as well as the needs of the parties involved in 
the different stages of the process.

To this end, easy open systems can facilitate the 
product access experience. The slit opening with invitation 
(knoch), for example, allows a clean-cut opening with a 
simple and rapid gesture, which can be further improved, 
using colour to make the tear point more evident. Graph-
ic communication in fact plays a decisive role in under-
standing use: even a simple line (like the ones used in sin-
gle-serve sauce and condiment packets), which indicate 
the opening point and tear direction, can be key.

The tear strip opening (longitudinal or transversal), 
highlighted by a contrasting colour, is another type able 
to simplify the operation, exploiting the nature of the film 
which effortlessly opens when slit. The “unrolling” gesture 
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which accompanies the action is a starting ritual and part 
of the act of consumption.

There are also spontaneous practices that charac-
terise how flow wrapping is opened, actions that are not 
necessarily planned a priori, but which have almost be-
come a ritual. This is the case for the pop opening action, 
whereby the compression exerted on the wrapping by the 
user produces playful behaviour and gestures, which cul-
minate in the cracking sound of the seal that breaks. We 
could also mention certain packaged snacks in which this 
type of opening is ideal for children who welcome this ges-
ture with amusement.

In other cases, the opening system itself is able to 
identify a specific brand or product, connoted as an identi-
ty-making action through a method of use embedded in the 
imaginary. This is precisely the case for Ritter Sport’s Knick-
Pack system, where we could say the gesture was designed 
even before the technical solution itself: by simply bending 
the packaging along the dotted line, with a symmetrical 
gesture by both hands, the food is immediately accessed, 

already broken. An opening that responds to a spontaneous 
gesture and recalls scenarios of sociality and positive values 
such as sharing (breaking bread) and friendship.

There are also open and close systems suited to 
situations in which consumption or use of the product is 
diluted over time, making it possible to preserve the fresh-
ness and integrity of the contents. These systems require 
agile and intuitive gestures (adhesive labels, zips, rigid 
covers) able to guarantee sealing performance intended to 
restore, at least in part, the hermetic capacity of the flow 
wrap packaging.

For example, the zip just below the cutting line or 
adhesive labels used to make sure wet wipes stay moist 
between uses. In both these systems, the function of the 
packaging is strictly linked to the quality of the product it 
contains (Badalucco, 2011), that is, it ensures correct pres-
ervation.

If facilitating access to the product means eliminat-
ing physical and cognitive obstacles that would otherwise 
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make the packaging difficult or unpleasant to use, the im-
portance of the packaging’s graphic-visual design is clear. 
The latter is aimed at creating user awareness regarding the 
product’s identity, making its underlying values recognisa-
ble while at the same time communicating useful informa-
tion in order to understand and properly use the packaging.

Symbols and colours, the choice and spatial com-
position of which must appear consistent with the brand’s 
identity, and at the same time evocative for the target mar-
ket. Colours and contrasts able to make the product rec-
ognisable even for the visually impaired, and similarly the 
legibility of the text (choice of font, size, treatment) which 
must not be considered an optional and simply slotted in 
to the limited available space. The graphic design there-
fore has the task of mediating between the different needs 
of the various parties (first and foremost the brand and 
consumer): packaging that is legible and therefore com-
prehensible will also be more willingly welcomed by the 
consumer, who will prefer it to less clear alternatives.

If we then consider the roughly 253 million people 
throughout the world with visual disabilities, of which 85% 
are visually impaired (about 2 million in Italy) (ANS, 2021), 
it is clear that communication which covers a broad spec-
trum of needs corresponds to a more effective, but also 
fairer commercial offer. Given this scenario, and consid-
ering severe visual impairment or blindness in particular, 
packaging systems today include Braille labelling systems, 
but the technical constraints associated with their posi-
tioning on smaller products continues to limit their full im-
plementation (Capitani, 2020).

The sense of sight is certainly the most immediate 
in providing useful information in order to understand the 

product and make it perceivable even in the point of sale, 
but it is certainly not the only one. In flow wrap packaging, 
the variety of possible finishes on the outer side of the film 
adds an additional level of communication to the non-ver-
bal narrative established between the packaging and the 
consumer. A clear, glossy film conveys freshness and hy-
giene, while a matt finish creates a silky effect to the touch. 
Soft and neutral colours on the other hand can trigger 
assonance with the sphere of body care and beauty (for 
example, certain emollient soap bars where the packaging 
already “speaks” the language of the contents); similarly, 
a textured pulp finish on the outer side, perhaps in kraft 
paper bonded to a polymeric film, suggests naturalness 
and craftsmanship. In these cases, in addition to looking at 
the product, touching the paper with our fingers and even 
hearing the sound it makes, are both very evocatively pow-
erful elements in synaesthetic terms. Triggering the user’s 
multisensory capacities therefore guarantees a more com-
plete and satisfying buyer and user experience.

The theme of accessibility is therefore in everyone’s 
interests and no longer strictly linked to the physical sphere 
(the inclusion of people with disabilities or sensory limita-
tions), but, as mentioned, also the cultural sphere (inclusion 
of ethnic groups, geographical origins, religious beliefs) and 
social sphere (gender inclusion, social class). A concept 
which therefore expands its borders, taking into account 
the multiple and stratified dimensions of globalised society, 
providing equipment and services for different sensibilities 
(Laureano, 2018); packaging itself, insofar as a commu-
nicative tool integrated into society, today acknowledges 
the need to further develop this focus, striving for a new 
form of sustainability in support not only of major environ-
mental objectives, but also less prominent ones such as eq-
uity and inclusion.

https://bit.ly/3pP03S5
https://bit.ly/3IYKgYe
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Since the ‘50s, the role of packaging has changed  
and transformed in response to the new needs of society  
and its evolving consumer habits

Thermosac S.p.A., founded in 1956 in Cassino (FR, Italy), was a producer of flex-
ible multi-materials and a broad range of industrial packaging for food, phar-
maceutical, tobacco, and military products. It was one of the few converting 
companies located south of Rome in those years.

Former Sales Director and Partner, Thermosac S.p.A.

Ludovico Rangoni Machiavelli

“In the late ‘50s, during the Italian economic boom,  
we witnessed the emergence of supermarkets:  
different companies from different sectors  
found themselves needing to sell and present  
their products also through packaging, while also  
ensuring protection of the contents. This new scenario 
required more protective packaging and increasingly 
stronger seals in order to enhance the shelf life  
of the displayed product. The packaging needed  
to guarantee a better seal and speak for itself.”
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Barilla Group

Food and packaging: 
an inseparable twosome

The Barilla Group was founded in 1877 by Pietro Barilla, as 
a bakery in Parma (Italy). Its history has been character-
ised by continuous and progressive growth, with strong 
development in the ‘50s, a subsequent complex internal 
restructuring and continuous international expansion. In 
1954, the cracker, an evolution of the military biscuit as 
a substitute for bread, debuted on the Italian market all 
the way from the US thanks to Mario Pavesi, and soon 
became the flagship product of another company, Pavesi, 
in Novara. 

In the ‘60s, the first flow wrap packaging line was 
installed at Pavesi for Pavesini biscuits. Even for back 
then, it was a very advanced, mainly mechanical line, with 
limited electronics and an analogue interface. The con-
cept of pocket-size packaging, within reach, in single ra-

tions, was therefore introduced, and widely diffused also 
through advertising: a new strength with which to emerge 
in a changing society. Barilla took over Pavesi in 1994, 
becoming the largest group in Italy for oven-baked prod-
ucts. Today, more than 2,000,000 tons of Barilla products 
accompany millions of people during times of consump-
tion all throughout the day, thanks to distribution in more 
than 100 countries, and a workforce of 8,500 employees 
in more than 30 production sites. The products are the 
result of a collaboration with more than 1,200 suppliers, 
and more than 800 raw materials.

Barilla observes and studies the world to contrib-
ute to the evolution of society and of communities, cre-
ating a dialogue with the main constituents of the supply 
chain, drawing inspiration from new generations, ques-

www.barillagroup.com

https://www.barillagroup.com/it/
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tioning the efficacy of technologies. Nowadays a product 
needs to be good, but must also contribute to a balanced 
lifestyle, and packaging is a prime example.

This commitment is demonstrated by its partic-
ipation in multi-stakeholder round tables and its adhe-
sion to international initiatives (e.g. Ceflex “The Circular 
Economy for Flexible Packaging” in EU or the “Sustaina-
ble Packaging Coalition” in the USA). 99.6% of packag-
ing materials used today (mainly paper and cardboard, 
plastics and glass) are designed to be recyclable, and 
100% of packaging includes instructions for the end user 
regarding its disposal. Moreover, for years, Barilla has 
been committed to purchasing raw materials with a view 
to reducing environmental impacts and contributing to 
territorial well-being.

Our thanks go to Paolo Barilla, Antonio Copercini, Gio-
vanni Ballerini, Luigi Ganazzoli, Francesca Amalfitano, 
Julia Schwoerer, Valentina Masotti, Giorgio Marazzi, 
Luca Ruini and Roberto Pagliari, who in drafting this pa-
per gave a voice to the Barilla Group.

In validation of this approach, the group has long 
adopted a Sustainable Agriculture Code, and has taken a 
stance on Animal Welfare and Principles for Sustainable 
Packaging, all based on the principles and logics of re-
sponsible supply chain management. The full application 
of said principles opens up to new challenges with the aim 
of using packaging materials obtained exclusively from 
renewable and/or recycled sources in the future.
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by Ottavia Burello, Short-Term Research Fellow, DAD – Department of Architecture and Design, Politecnico di Torino

Sylvicta

Did you know that it is a translucent paper that comes from the northern forests?
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Sylvicta, a paper made with wood 
pulp fibres, is produced by Arjow-
iggins: its name is derived from 
the Latin sylva (forest) and invicta, 
invincible, but also the historic em-
blem of the county of Kent, where 
the Chartham Mill is located, where 
paper has been produced since 
1730. Made from pure cellulose 
with only renewable raw materials 
and without any additives, it has a 
higher oxygen, odour, and grease 
barrier, thus preserving the qual-
ity of foods and improving their 
shelf life. These characteristics of-
fer excellent support to converters, 
with additional properties for hu-
midity, cold sealing, heat sealing, 
or the use of glues. It is certified 

for contact with fresh, dry, fro-
zen, wet, and fatty foods with the 
possibility for monomaterial, re-
cyclable, compostable (industrial 
and domestic), and biodegradable 
packaging in accordance with the 
highest market standards. Its nat-
ural transparency makes it possi-
ble to see the contents. Thanks to 
the application of heat-sealable 
coatings, it is available in different 
forms with weights from 42 up to 
180: bags, pouches, flow wrapping, 
metallised versions, stand-up bags, 
and labels. It is suitable for various 
printing techniques and tradition-
al finishes such as offset and flexo 
printing, embossing, hot stamping, 
and die cutting.

https://sylvicta.arjowiggins.com/
https://www.arjowiggins.com/
https://www.arjowiggins.com/
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Materials, technologies, and packaging have evolved in a parallel, or in any case strictly 
consequential manner: material and technological changes have led to the development 
of innovative concepts in the packaging sector, and, vice versa, increasingly challenging 
packaging needs have driven producers of packaging materials and machinery to change, 
and progress. Sara Limbo explores these aspects in a paper dedicated precisely  
to technological-material evolutions in the packaging sector, with a particular focus  
on those concerning flow wrapping.

Flow wrapping:  
materials and technologies,  
between the past and future

Automated wrapping and packaging

The automated in-line packaging of food products using 
flexible packaging (flow wrapping) was initially introduced 
in the Fifties and Sixties with the aim of speeding up the 
production chain during the packaging stage, and guar-
anteeing a longer product shelf life, thus also facilitating 
product distribution.

It was an innovative concept for those years: fill-
ing a bag with food at the same time as it was made, to 
then hermetically seal it in-line, represented a modern 
concept of packaging, made possible thanks to the simul-
taneous development of increasingly thinner and more 
versatile plastic materials, and the possibility to combine 
them with other materials such as paper and aluminium 
foil. The potential offered by this type of packaging system 
was immediately interpreted as an innovative competition 
strategy and way of leading the food industry towards an 
important economic and social transition. Within a few 
years, the automated flow wrap packaging machinery 
sector had also been established in Italy, which rapidly be-
came one of the countries most recognised – not only in 

economic terms – for the high value and reliability of the 
technologies it had developed and produced. The progres-
sively broader adoption of flow wrap packaging systems 
also contributed to flexible packaging being affirmed as a 
complete and versatile solution able to ensure the protec-
tion and preservation of different types of food products, 
allowing capillary distribution in compliance with safety 
and hygiene requirements, in a new perspective placing 
the consumer and their needs at the centre.

This relationship between packaging materials 
and systems was progressively consolidated, to the point 
where today, the food industry, together with the packag-
ing materials and technology industry, find themselves 
facing new challenges ranging from the environment to 
food waste reduction along the entire supply chain, and in-
cluding opportunities offered by the digital transition.

The flow wrap packaging sector, perhaps more so 
than others, will be the key player in this important evolu-
tion that will support new forms of distributing food, and 
non-food, and which will guide the consumer towards 
greater awareness of their role in the dynamics of sustain-
ability.

by Sara Limbo, Associate Professor in Food Packaging and Shelf Life, Department of Food, Environmental and Nutritional 
Sciences, Università degli Studi di Milano Statale



Flexible packaging and flow wrapping technology

Flexible packaging is a highly versatile packaging solution. 
It consists in using single- or multilayer plastic film, or else 
thin multilayer composite materials (multilayer composite 
materials: materials obtained by combining multiple dif-
ferent materials, normally plastic films coupled with thin 
cellulose sheets and/or aluminium and/or with coated 
or metallised plastic films, using suitable bonding tech-
niques, for the purpose of improving the physical proper-
ties of the final structure. They are also known as laminate, 
polylaminate or multi-material multilayer structures) hav-
ing a certain degree of mechanical flexibility allowing their 
transformation into containers on automated packaging 
machines.

The resulting packaging, after being filled with food 
and hermetically sealed, is able to adapt to the shape of its 
contents, but, thanks to the properties of the material used 
to make it, will also be able to contract and expand its vol-
ume by modifying the atmosphere inside the packaging it-
self. This packaging is mainly used in the form of bags with 
three or four seals, wrappings, in different configurations 
for single- or multi-serve packs.

One of the many recognised advantages of flow 
wrapping is the reduced weight of the packaging, which 
translates into lower transport and distribution costs; 
thanks to this feature, despite being one of the most pop-
ular solutions in the food industry (this type of container 
represents more than 40% of packaging), flow wrapping 
represents only 10% of the total weight of food packaging. 
(GIFLEX, 2021).

It is precisely in its capacity to protect and preserve 
that flexible packaging differs from other types. Thanks to 
its lightweight materials with increasingly optimised thick-
ness, flexible packaging represents a discreet interface 
between the product and the environment, offering modu-
lar protection in accordance with the specific needs of the 
packaged product and its distribution cycle. The materials 
used to make flexible packaging are designed to control 
the transfer of gas and vapours through the packaging, the 
passage of light radiation, etc., thus reducing the likelihood 
of the product being subjected to any unwelcome altera-
tions throughout its shelf life. 

The flexibility of the packaging can help reduce the 
mechanical stresses, while the hermetic nature of the seals 
offers protection against undesired or fraudulent tamper-
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ing. Thanks to the functions of containment, quality pres-
ervation, and safety, flexible packaging has therefore be-
come one of the essential tools in managing food waste.

The development of flexible packaging starting 
from reel-wound materials requires a synchronised set of 
forming, filling, and sealing actions, made possible using 
automated equipment known as Form-Fill-Seal (FFS) ma-
chinery, which can be integrated in the production process 
of the content itself. These systems are commonly classi-
fied into horizontal (HFFS) or vertical (VFFS) machines, 
depending on how they are developed, but are also more 
simply known as flow wrappers.

The term is derived from the special way the ma-
terial is unwound from the reel, and then fed by means of 
mobile guides towards a forming tube, where it is shaped 
into a tube around the filling line, all in a continuous flow on 
the machine, before wrapping or containing the food prod-
uct (Yam, 2009).

Vertical FFS machines are generally used for “un-
sorted” food products such as liquids, granular products, 
powders or small pieces that can be handled using pumps 
or pneumatic systems.

The typical form of packaging obtained is the so-
called pillow-pouch, but the system also allows the for-
mation of bags with three or four seals. The material au-
tomatically unwound by the reel is formed into a tube by 
being dragged onto the forming tube, which is specifically 
shaped for the type of packaging to be developed and the 
type of material used. The tube forming stage is followed 
by rapid longitudinal and transversal sealing operations 
before filling with the product. 

The transversal seal must support the packaged 
product, making it important to properly manage the 
times, sealing, and cooling temperatures in order to ensure 
the effective hermetic seal of the final packaging. In the 
longitudinal feed cycle, the bag being formed is filled with 
the product and transversally sealed by a cutting device, 
before being released by the machine. For more sensitive 
products (for example coffee, nuts, snacks, salads, etc.), 
VFFS machines are configured for modified atmosphere 
packaging.

Horizontal FFS machines on the other hand are de-
signed for solid products, with a regular form, which can 
be arranged in a specific order; the versatility of these sys-
tems allows them to be used in a broader range of appli-
cations, and even for more complex foods, creating final 
packaging in the most varied shapes. For example, the 
version allowing trays or containers to be sealed inside the 

flexible packaging can hold any type of product. In these 
systems, the film automatically unwound from the reel is 
fed towards the forming tube, which thanks to its special 
design, allows the formation of a plastic tube around the 
filling line along which the product flows. The tube is then 
longitudinally sealed on the upper or lower side of the ma-
chine at the same time as filling. 

The entire cycle ends with two transversal seals 
made using intermittent or continuous operating systems, 
which are based on different operating principles depend-
ing on the material used, requested speed, or characteris-
tics of the product being packaged. For temperature-sen-
sitive products such as ice creams, materials can be used 
with cold sealing systems, and longitudinal and transver-
sal sealing systems based almost exclusively on the exer-
tion of pressure on the flaps of the material to be joined. 
(Piergiovanni and Limbo, 2010) Other heat or ultrasonic 
sealing systems are largely used in these types of automat-
ed packaging machines.

Even horizontal machines can be combined with 
other operations, for example modified atmosphere filling 
using gas flushing techniques. In this case, by means of a 
lance positioned in correspondence with the tube being 
formed, the air in contact with the product is replaced by 
a selected atmosphere. The air is thus gradually diluted 
in order to eliminate the atmospheric oxygen inside the 
packaging. Granular or porous products make it more dif-
ficult to remove the air from the packaging, and the sealing 
time will therefore need to be lengthened in order to ensure 
more efficient modification of the atmosphere.

The versatility of horizontal flow wrap packaging 
machines also allows the development of compensated 
vacuum modified atmosphere packaging. In this case, 
the atmosphere is introduced to the packaging only after 
creating a vacuum in the bag, in a dedicated station of the 
machine. Operation is intermittent to allow enough time to 
create the vacuum and compensate it with the selected at-
mosphere for the specific food product.

Another complement to horizontal flow wrap pack-
aging is represented by the heat-shrink station positioned 
at the machine output. The sealed bags enter a hot air tun-
nel where the film is heat-shrunk, perfectly adhering to the 
product.

The new challenges of flow wrap packaging

Flow wrapping machines and systems are largely used 
in food companies thanks to their adaptability to existing 
systems, different processing volumes, numerous types of 
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loading and automation, and different types of foods that 
can be packaged and conditioned. The current and com-
plex issues being faced by the food packaging industry 
require continued research and innovation by producers 
of flow wrap packaging machinery, thus ensuring the sus-
tainability of the entire system. As already mentioned, au-
tomated packaging machines have enjoyed great success 
thanks to their excellent compatibility with predominantly 
flexible packaging materials. As the concept of environ-
mental sustainability continues to gain strength, pack-
aging materials have found themselves at the centre of a 
genuine revolution in their design and subsequent devel-
opment. In this context, the studies and industry efforts of 
the packaging sector are focused on identifying packaging 
solutions which are recyclable or processable for recycling 
within a short period. 

This is an important challenge accompanied by the 
need for access to alternative materials with respect to 
common structures, also using renewable sources where 
possible, or the processing waste of agricultural or food 
products that do not compete with primary food produc-
tion. The push towards the adoption of recyclable and/or 
compostable packaging is also due to the many European 

programs and regulations now covering the subject, which, 
in recent years, have set ambitious objectives in relation 
to reducing the environmental impact of packaging ma-
terials. 

The development of increasingly recyclable and 
sustainable packaging structures, however, requires an 
important contribution by companies that produce and 
use packaging systems, in order that the lines can be 
adapted to the new materials. Monomaterial plastics, thin 
composite structures made from compostable paper and 
film, represent some of the categories most able to satis-
fy circular economy criteria, which may nonetheless need 
to have specific functional properties (such as “machina-
bility”, sealability, sealing strength) in order for them to be 
transformed into flexible packaging. 

The response to system sustainability can therefore 
be improved not only by modifying the structures of ma-
terials or reducing their thickness, but also by optimising 
new solutions that are integrable and integrated into the 
packaging machines. Integrable because the complete re-
placement of a packaging system for one that satisfies the 
needs of innovative materials would require a significant 
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and not very sustainable economic investment for a food 
company; the possibility to modify a packaging line, on the 
other hand, would significantly reduce the necessary in-
vestment, offering continuity and versatility. 

The use of new materials may also require addi-
tional actions on the forming unit and sealing strength 
systems, but the sealing operation is without a doubt the 
most critical. Monomaterials often consist in an outer lay-

er more sensitive to temperature compared to composite 
films, with the risk of creating seals with defective strength. 
Sealing and ultrasonic systems that longitudinally seal the 
molecules constituting the packaging film by means of 
mechanical vibration as opposed to heat, allow a reduction 
in the quantity of material used to wrap the products, in 
addition to using less energy. Last but not least, the opti-
misation of the packaging/packaging machine system, in 
terms of the necessary shelf life of every single product, 
must also be considered in terms of so-called “food secu-
rity”, that is, guaranteed access to the food by the great-
est possible number of people, thus avoiding waste along 
the supply chain. (Baule and Bucchetti, 2015) Suffice it to 
think that flow wrap packaging systems are selected as an 
investment in the food companies of developing countries. 

This example similarly highlights how the possibility 
to obtain hermetically packaged products with a guarantee 
of high quality, safety, and shelf life, allows the packaging 
machinery sector to be structured towards objectives of 
accessible and sustainable food production, in a multidis-
ciplinary and multidimensional approach that takes into 
account the complex economic, environmental, and social 
perspectives.

https://bit.ly/3MDOuqs


1. The flagship structure of the Wrapping Materials Team is the “TESTCLAB” Test 
Laboratory, where new materials are tested to check their seal or reduce the cutting 
strip.

2. Spring Jaws: these were jaws allowing a superficial spring.

3. HP Jaws: jaws that allowed a constant operating temperature across the entire front, 
a very important aspect for certain recyclable plastic films not particularly resistant to 
temperatures.

4. Green Kit: special “custom-made” mechanics necessary to allow the use of certain 
materials such as paper and compostable films.
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By the late ‘90s, Cavanna had understood that in order to design packaging 
machines, thorough knowledge of wrapping materials was essential.  
Thus began an in-depth study to improve the machines themselves  
and offer an increasingly complete service to its clients.

TCO Consulting is a business unit of the Cavanna Packaging Group that deals 
with packaging design, and which studies interactions between machines and 
materials, focusing on sustainable, recyclable, and compostable films.

Senior Consultant, TCO Consulting

Amedeo Caccia Dominioni

“Along the way we came across the first sustainable films, 
which we started working and experimenting with,  
and we realised that they needed a different approach  
in the sealing area. The first ultrasonic attempts were made, 
thanks to which we won a Packaging Oscar in 2006.  
In the years that followed, the TESTCLAB 1 laboratory 
continued its research, working and experimenting with  
the “Spring Jaws” 2, “HP Jaws” 3, and on the Green Kit 4. 
There is still much to be done, we are facing an important 
challenge, and one thing is for sure, we’re never bored!”

http://www.cavanna.com/
https://www.cavanna.com/testing-laboratory
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Coop Italia

Consumers, products, and packaging 
in contemporary large-scale retail

In 1947, the Alleanza Italiana Cooperative di Consumo 
(AICC, Italian Alliance of Consumer Cooperatives) was of-
ficially founded, later becoming Coop Italia. It was shortly 
after the Second World War, and Italy had just begun its 
slow reconstruction. In this context, cooperatives were 
able to guarantee savings by bypassing wholesaler inter-
mediation, taking advantage of that age-old experience, 
which at the dawn of the Unification of Italy, in 1854, had 
already given rise to the first “Social Security Warehouse” 
in Turin. From 1947 onwards, the cooperative consumer 
movement became progressively more structured: in 
1955 the National Association of Consumer Cooperatives 
was established, between 1967 and 1969, the Coop Italia 
national consortium was created, and from 1968, Coop’s 
turnover began to grow, with expansion into the non-food 
sector from 1979. To this day, the Coop mission continues 

to be that of providing its members with quality products at 
affordable, but fair and sustainable prices, and in particu-
lar, to respond to growing, quickly evolving needs.

Throughout its entire history, Coop has always sup-
ported its cooperative shareholders and consumers in their 
daily needs. With the increasing complexity of purchasing 
dynamics, the Coop structure changed too, albeit main-
taining its cornerstone of good food at the right price, of a 
healthy sold product, allowing the correct remuneration of 
its producers and suppliers, at largely affordable prices for 
Italians. At an asynchronous pace with respect to the inter-
national context, Coop has made innovation and company 
process management the two linchpins of its success. The 
‘50s saw the birth of new structures with a view to modern-
ising its outlets, and in 1963 the first supercoop (the name 

www.e-coop.it

https://www.e-coop.it
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given to the first large supermarkets of the cooperative 
movement) was opened, Coop 1 in Reggio. The ‘60s were 
dedicated to re-organising the cooperatives as a business 
system, specialising in large-scale retail in the national 
sphere and with a unified image: the consumer-product 
relationship had changed and was now established without 
any mediation by the seller. In this context, new types of 
packaging were developed also for single-serve products 
in clear wrapping, the first flow wrap packaging.

The ability to interpret the needs of Italians in a for-
ward-looking key gave Coop a genuine edge, which in the 
‘80s led towards a reflection on the product in terms of 
packaging. In 1986, Coop had already developed a cam-
paign encouraging families not to abandon packaging in 
the environment, marking the start of the more complex 

Our thanks go to Silvia Mastagni and Rosita Fattore, 
who in drafting this paper gave a voice to Coop Italia.

process of disposal. Coop’s focus on the environment con-
tinued to grow, culminating in 2019 with its adhesion to 
the European Commission’s pledging campaign and to the 
Circular Plastic Alliance, in addition to its subscription to 
the European Code of Conduct for responsible commercial 
and marketing practices in 2021. A focus on sustainability 
that has now lasted 4 decades, and which has led to the 
redefinition of packaging, also through communication 
which informs of necessary actions, and educates not to 
waste, but to imagine a new life.
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by Ottavia Burello, Short-Term Research Fellow, DAD – Department of Architecture and Design, Politecnico di Torino

Project Kit Kat

Did you know that corporate partnerships are a strategy for sustainability?
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Nestlé Oceania, in response to the 
global push for circular manage-
ment of flexible packaging waste, 
launched “Project Kit Kat” to devel-
op recycled flow wrap packaging 
for Kit Kats, one of the most iconic 
and widely recognised confection-
ery lines in the world. The project 
involved the collaboration of mul-
tiple partners in the flexible pack-
aging supply chain, with the aim of 
creating a genuinely circular value 
chain of flexible plastic packaging 
waste. The participating companies, 
CurbCycle, iQ Renew, Licella, Viva 
Energy Australia, LyondellBasell, 
REDcycle, Taghleef Industries, and 

Amcor, worked in synergy to create 
(flow wrap) packaging for Kit Kats 
with 30% recycled content.
Project Kit Kat, presented at the 
“Wrap on Soft Plastics” event, rep-
resented an important step towards 
the circularity of plastics and flow 
wrap packaging, and a spring-
board to fill the infrastructural and 
government policy voids, with a 
feasibility study for the necessary 
investments, technical, economic, 
and environmental advantages of a 
high-tech recycling industry, to be 
subsequently extended to all terri-
tories.

https://www.nestle.com.au/en/aboutus/nestle-australia-company
https://www.nestle.com.au/en/media/kitkat-sign-break-australias-waste-challenge
https://www.nestle.com.au/en/media/kitkat-sign-break-australias-waste-challenge
https://www.nestle.com.au/en/media/kitkat-sign-break-australias-waste-challenge
https://www.nestle.com.au/en/media/kitkat-sign-break-australias-waste-challenge
https://www.nestle.com.au/en/media/kitkat-sign-break-australias-waste-challenge
https://youtu.be/zuRv4_Ghhzw
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Today, the sustainability debate is manifested in society on multiple levels:  
from street demonstrations, to industry, to new policies. More and more frequently,  
themes of sustainability and plastics are grouped together in whirlwind discussions  
that only disorientate and distract from the issue. Guided by Paola Scarfato, Annalisa Apicella, 
and Loredana Incarnato, we delve into this world, enlightened by the knowledgeable  
insight and approach of science, seeking to reflect on that which Chris DeArmitt  
defined a “plastic paradox”.

by Paola Scarfato, Associate Professor of Materials Science and Technology, Department of Industrial Engineering – 
Università degli Studi di Salerno
Annalisa Apicella, Postdoctoral Research Fellow of Materials Science and Technology, Department of Industrial Engine-
ering – Università degli Studi di Salerno
Loredana Incarnato, Full Professor of Materials Science and Technology, Department of Industrial Engineering – Uni-
versità degli Studi di Salerno

Plastics: eco-sustainability 
and innovation

The contemporary challenge of plastics

In recent years, growing interest in ecological problems 
has led scientific and industrial research towards the deve-
lopment of new materials and new processes representing 
genuinely eco-sustainable solutions.

The packaging sector, including flexible films and 
rigid containers, represents the largest single market for 
plastic consumption. In Europe, about 62 million tons of 
plastic are produced each year; of these, 23 million tons 
are used to produce packaging (92 million tons expected 
in 2050), representing more than 40% of the total weight 
of all plastic inserted in the market, and more than 60% 
of the fraction of post-consumer plastics (PlasticsEurope, 
2021).

In particular, following a predominantly (or exclu-
sively) disposable type of use, 40% ends up in landfills, 
corresponding to 9 million tons of waste destined to ac-
cumulate in the soil. 32% escapes collection and sorting 
systems and eventually ends up in the ground or oceans. 
Less than 30% of produced waste is collected for recycling. 
According to estimates, the economy loses about 95% of 

the market value of post-consumer plastics (or between 70 
and 105 billion Euros per year) (Ellen MacArthur Founda-
tion, 2016). The packaging industry has therefore recently 
been identified as a key sector in addressing the challenge 
of global sustainability.

Measuring the sustainability of packaging

This focus on the environment has naturally also affected 
consumption, to the point where it has become a genuine 
driver of choice: this is what emerged from the third edi-
tion of the Large Consumption Packaging Observatory 
held by Nomisma in collaboration with SpinLife-Università 
di Padova, to explore the role of packaging in the purcha-
sing choices of consumers. According to this study, 75% of 
consumers prefer to buy from producers who choose raw 
materials of natural origin and sustainable packaging (No-
misma, 2021). 

Paper and glass are the materials perceived as the 
most respectful of the environment. In reality, glass pro-
duction actually requires more kg of CO2 compared to 
other types, while the paper production cycle is the one 
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that wastes the most water. The consumer, therefore, is 
mindful of the environment but is poorly informed about 
the materials making up the packaging and their sustain-
ability.

In order to assert the sustainability of a packaging, 
the life cycle needs to be analysed using the LCA (Life-Cy-
cle Assessment) methodology, which considers every el-
ement of a product’s development: raw materials, energy, 
waste, by-products, transport, disposal, etc. It illustrates 
what price the environment has to pay for each specific 
product.

Often, the least considered aspect of sustainabil-
ity is the impact of food waste. In this respect, plastic 
packaging reduces food waste by up to 33%, extending 
the shelf life of packaged products and guaranteeing 
quality and safety. The use of energy, and the number of 
resources required to produce a food, can easily and sig-
nificantly exceed those generated by the production of the 
plastic packaging used to protect it: in other words, plastic 
packaging helps save more resources than it uses (Vergh-
ese et al., 2015)

Innovation and sustainability of materials  
for Flow Wrapping: monomaterial,  
biodegradable, and paper-based solutions

In the context of sustainable packaging, scientific and 
industrial research has focused on the development of 
innovative solutions in terms of materials and proces-
ses, with a multidisciplinary approach. Technological in-
novation and sustainability thus become an inseparable 
twosome, based on an integrated approach. While on one 
hand the development of new eco-sustainable packaging 
promotes the use of raw materials from renewable and/or 
recycled sources, the reduction of thickness and weight, 
the development of 100% monomaterial packaging and 
the transition from plastic packaging to mostly paper/
plastic packaging, on the other it also makes use of in-
novative technologies, such as nanotechnologies, active 
packaging, coatings, the optimisation of orientation te-
chniques, able to give the packaging all the functions it 
needs. 

Looking at flow wrapping in detail, the functional re-
quirements a material must satisfy in order to be used with 
Form Fill Seal (FFS) technology include (Morris, 2017):
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•	Seal strength/hot tack strength;

•	Stiffness/ductility balance;

•	Friction properties;

•	Barrier properties. 

This traditionally implies the use of heterogeneous multi-
layer structures based on: PET/PE; PS, a material par ex-
cellence in the dairy sector due to its physical-mechanical 
characteristics and excellent processability; BOPP with a 
fast seal coating on one side and high barrier PVdC-based 
lacquering on the other; regenerated cellulose coated on 
both sides with PVdC and metallised on one side. These 
highly engineered materials possess numerous functional 
properties – efficiently protecting the food and prolonging 
its shelf-life – but their heterogeneous composition makes 
them very difficult to dispose of.

The development of new monomaterial multilay-
er structures, able to provide the requested performance 
using a single polymer, are a valid strategy in signifi-
cantly simplifying sorting and recycling activities during 
the post-consumer collection stage. Careful designs and 
optimised systems generally opt for the use of polymers 
such as PE, PP, PET; using suitable orientation techniques 
or the deposition of high barrier monomaterial coatings, 
they are able to give the packaging functional character-
istics comparable or superior to standard multi-material 
bonding (sealability, visual and mechanical properties, O2 
and aqueous vapour barrier), guaranteeing a lower impact 
on the environment thanks to their reduced thickness and 
possibility for recycling.

Recent innovations in this sector have also led to the 
market availability of biodegradable and/or compostable 
materials, even though for certain technologies, the latter 
do not guarantee performance levels comparable to tradi-
tional ones. In some cases, paper can be used to flow wrap 
dry products (such as cereals and legumes), and, with her-
metic sealing and barrier layers, can also provide suitable 
protection against O2 and aqueous vapour for products 
with a high fat content (such as nuts and coffee). However, 
its application is limited by several poor intrinsic proper-
ties, making it necessary to adopt more delicate and slower 
processes to avoid creases and tears, with ad hoc combi-
nations of time, temperature, and pressure during sealing, 
and the replacement of the bag forming sets with a gentler 
infeed angle (≤ 27°).

European strategy for end-of-life  
management of plastic packaging

From a legislative point of view, in 2018 the EU Commis-
sion adopted the “European strategy for plastics in a circu-

lar economy” (COM/2018/028), which identifies plastics 
as a priority area and promotes sustainability along the 
entire value chain: from primary producers to converters, 
from brand owners and retailers to waste collectors and 
recyclers. The EU strategy’s most ambitious target is that 
by 2030, 100% of plastic packaging inserted on the EU 
market, including biobased and biodegradable packaging, 
will be designed to be reusable and recyclable. Added to 
this are the various initiatives of companies and associa-
tions. In December 2018, the Circular Plastics Alliance was 
launched to bring the EU recycled plastics market up to 10 
million tons by the year 2025. 

The Alliance includes the entire plastics value chain 
with more than 175 industrial, academic, and public or-
ganisations. In 2020 the CEFLEX (Circular Economy for 
Flexible Packaging) platform, which brings together more 
than 160 European companies, associations, and organi-
sations, published the Designing for a Circular Economy 
(D4ACE) guidelines (CEFLEX, 2020), with the aim of ma-
king all flexible packaging within Europe circular by 2025. 
With a focus on polyolefins (monomaterial in PE and PP 
and PE/PP structures), which account for 80% of the mar-
ket, the document provides recommendations on key ele-
ments of packaging such as materials, barrier layers and 
coatings, size and form, ink and adhesives.

Mechanical and chemical recycling processes 
for cyclical packaging

Plastics recycling is dominated by mechanical recycling, 
i.e. those processes whereby plastics, after being sorted 
according to their polymer type and colour, are molten, 
obtaining a secondary raw material with characteristics 
similar to those of virgin polymer, which can then be re-
processed using conventional production processes for 
plastic products. Plastics recycling is mainly “open” recy-

https://guidelines.ceflex.eu/
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cling, because it doesn’t always produce the original prod-
uct, but rather a different one, depending on the type of 
recycled polymer, its physical-mechanical characteristics, 
and compliance with specific regulations.

Mechanical recycling technologies alone, despite 
being well consolidated, are not sufficient to achieve the 
targets set by the European Commission for the plastics 
industry, because plastic gradually reduces its properties 
as it is progressively recycled. In some cases, therefore, the 
quality of post-consumer plastics is too poor, because they 
are degraded or contaminated, or not separable from one 
another, and their processing provides secondary raw ma-
terials of poor technological and commercial value. 

These limitations are sparking a growing interest 
in various chemical plastic recycling processes. Said pro-
cesses make it possible to convert, decompose, or purify 

the plastic into its starting constituents (monomers) or 
oil, which can then be purified and reused as high-quality 
raw materials. 

Even though their environmental impact is not 
known, and their efficiency is never 100%, theoretically 
speaking, chemical recycling can be infinitely repeated. 
Examples of good sustainable practices initiated by major 
plastics converters (Foschi and Bonoli, 2019) include Coca 
Cola and BASF, which have invested in chemical recycling, 
while Trinseo, in collaboration with Fernholz, has released 
a new grade of polystyrene containing 40% PS obtained 
from chemical recycling (r-PS) for flow wrapping applica-
tions intended for the dairy sector (Packmedia.net, 2020). 

AMB and Bandera will be building two new extru-
sion plants intended for the production of recycled PET 
(r-PET) film for thermoforming and FFS (Form-Fill-Seal) 
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(Polimerica, 2021a). Bio-One and Nestlé have partnered 
with Danimer Scientific to replace PET with PHA in bottle 
manufacturing, while Unilever is collaborating with Bio-on 
for the microplastic PHA in bio cosmetics. Saica Flex has 
developed a monomaterial laminate bag that can contain 
more than 50% post-consumer polyethylene, successfully 
tested on FFS lines for single-serve detergents (Polimeri-
ca, 2021b). 

Renewed awareness

The study of materials and their life cycle is a key factor 
in facing the challenge of global sustainability, based on 
awareness rather than rhetoric and perceptions.

It is truly difficult to imagine a world without plas-
tic: a material that has always offered performance levels 

unattainable by others, which for this reason must be con-
sidered a complement to the range of materials able to ac-
company technological progress. 

Nonetheless, it cannot be denied that the use and 
management of post-consumer plastic waste is still 
fraught with problems, in part technical, and in part tied to 
poor consumer education. All this means that these mate-
rials, at the end of their life, are considered merely as waste 
and not a resource, with significant repercussions on the 
environment.

The importance acquired by the theme of sustaina-
ble plastics has, in recent years, promoted and stimulated 
the growth of ecological awareness, which has now per-
meated every stage of designing new packaging with a re-
duced environmental impact, of which flow wrapping is an 
example.

https://guidelines.ceflex.eu/guidelines/
https://guidelines.ceflex.eu/guidelines/
https://bit.ly/3MEBZuP
https://bit.ly/3hPZItN
https://bit.ly/3Kh1Asm
https://www.polimerica.it/articolo.asp?id=26582
https://bit.ly/3IWQ3xN
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/doSearch?ContribAuthorRaw=Verghese,+Karli
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/doSearch?ContribAuthorRaw=Lewis,+Helen
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/doSearch?ContribAuthorRaw=Lockrey,+Simon
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/doSearch?ContribAuthorRaw=Williams,+HelÈn




People’s voices 99

From the production of packaging materials, to the consumers  
of the packaged products, through to the disposal of the packaging itself,  
all parties in the supply chain are protagonists of sustainable development.

The national packaging consortium, CONAI (COnsorzio NAzionale Imballaggi), is 
a private non-profit consortium. It boasts roughly 700,000 members, all produc-
ers or users of packaging. It was established further to the Ronchi Decree of 1997.

Head of CONAI Circular Economy Research Centre

Simona Fontana

“On a national level, we always seem to think we’re  
at the tail-end of environmental protection and management, 
the negative things always make better headlines. 
The latest Eurostat data shows Italy as the highest  
ranking European country for recycled packaging waste  
per capita. Our perception is far removed from the  
data we need to communicate, to push ourselves  
to keep doing better during each stage of the packaging  
life cycle: from the production of the materials,  
to their application, to their end-of-life management,  
working in synergy and virtuously!”

https://www.conai.org
https://www.ambientediritto.it/Legislazione/Rifiuti/2002/Decreto%20Ronchi%201997%20n.%2022.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Packaging_waste_statistics#Generation_and_recycling_per_inhabitant
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Montello Group

Secondary raw materials: 
a second life for plastic packaging

www.montello-spa.it

The year 1996 marked a turning point for the Sancinelli 
family. It was the year of conversion from the industri-
al production of steel for reinforced concrete, to one of 
the first centres for the manual sorting of post-consum-
er plastic packaging. The world’s first automated plastic 
waste sorting system was installed in 2000. Within less 
than a year, it would allow the production of the first kilo-
gram of R-PET (recycled PET), taking yet another step 
towards the Circular Economy. Just two years later, pro-
duction began of polyolefin granules obtained from recy-
cled post-consumer flexible plastic packaging.

The Montello mission is to maximise the value of both 
plastic and organic waste, with its high-level specialisation 
in this sector, in order to manage more than 1,000,000 tons 
of waste per year, of which approximately 700,000 tons of 

recycled organic waste (OFMSW), and 300,000 tons of re-
cycled plastic packaging, equivalent to the annual produc-
tion of about 10.5 million inhabitants (in Italy). 

Low-density polyethylene and polypropylene are 
obtained from recycled flexible packaging and are pro-
cessed and transformed into polyolefin granules produc-
ing about 120,000 tons/year: through sorting, shredding, 
washing, drying and extrusion, they are then converted 
into granules, obtaining a 100% recycled material, which 
is a mix of polypropylene and polyethylene, usable for new 
productions of artifacts.

In the complex network of players involved in the 
packaging supply chain, the final stages dedicated to col-
lection and recycling allow the combination of apparently 

http://www.montello-spa.it
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very different actions, such as those of individual citizens 
and compliance with strict laws and regulations during the 
recycling process, in order to achieve the production of 
high-quality secondary raw materials able to be re-insert-
ed in production cycles.

Recycling therefore represents a fundamental link 
in the value chain: Montello confirms this by recycling 
plastic waste every day, maintaining its properties using 
systems with a high technological level, in order to achieve 
the best possible product from its recycling, for both for-
eign and Italian companies.

In order to create a Circular Economy, priority must 
be afforded to a policy grounded on design strategies 
based on principles of reduction and reuse: for many plas-

Our thanks go to Francesca Sancinelli and Rodolfo Cattoi 
for this contribution.

tics, which cannot be reused, which are still absolutely nec-
essary, increased recycling will prove essential in keeping 
the materials and material value in circulation within the 
system and in reducing the quantity of plastic delivered to 
landfills, incinerated, or disseminated in nature.

The design of a recyclable mono-polymer packag-
ing is therefore fundamental. For that packaging where it 
is essential to combine more materials for the purpose of 
greater performance we must try to minimize as much as 
possible the impact of the good life.
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by Beatrice Lerma and Doriana Dal Palù, Assistant Professors in Design, DAD - Department of 
Architecture and Design, Politecnico di Torino
with Riccardo Cavanna, President of UCIMA – Unione Costruttori Italiani Macchine Automati-
che per il Confezionamento e l’Imballaggio (Italian Automated Packaging Machine Manufactu-
rers’ Union) for the 2022-2024 period

The new challenges  
of flexible packaging 

In light of that revealed thus far regarding the complex relations surrounding the theme of Flow 
Wrap Packaging and Sustainability, it is worth focusing on several essential aspects before 
drawing any final conclusions. As has already emerged in the main sections of this paper, the 
main aim of packaging, as well as its essential function, is to bring the contents it contains from 
the producer to the end consumer, in the best possible conditions. Over the years, this has in-
volved a progressive process of improvement aimed at enhancing performance, until eventually 
achieving – in the flow wrap packaging we know today – an unexpectedly high level of technolo-
gy, engineering, reliability, and durability, such as to make an apparently simple bag able to pre-
serve an otherwise perishable food or medicine, in the most extreme conditions for even years.

This said, it is legitimate to ask ourselves at this point what type of future can be imagined 
– or aspired to – for a technology as currently evolved and apparently “resolved” as this.

This section therefore consists in a collection of paragraphs, each reflecting on a num-
ber of challenges that flow wrap packaging is set to face in the short, medium and long term, 
posing questions arising from the drafting of this paper, to which in some cases an answer has 
been sought, tracing out a path based on the considerations made thus far, and which in other 
cases are re-proposed with new open questions. The only remaining question is whether flow 
wrap packaging will make it to Mars. Actually no, it will have already been by the time you finish 
reading.

QUESTION #1: 
What are the possible scenarios for flow wrap packaging  
in the coming decades?

The current period is proving to be particularly critical in terms of the procurement and availa-
bility of raw materials. The recent rise in the cost of materials used in the packaging sector, such 
as aluminium, paper, and biopolymers is generating a certain degree of turbulence in the raw 
materials market, as is the rising cost of energy needed to convert the contents and containers. 
What effect will these fluctuations have on the world of packaging, and flow wrap packaging in 
particular?

Flexible film, whether obtained from renewable or non-renewable materials, is the basis 
of flow wrap packaging. The great preference currently being afforded to paper (and cardboard) 
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in the packaging sector, also encouraged by policies introduced to control the use of plastic 
packaging and disposable products, is obviously contributing to the increase in the price of raw 
materials. It would not be surprising if the pressure generated by the recent and elevated quan-
tity of paper in waste centres were to cause difficulties in the short-term linked to this material’s 
re-insertion in the production cycle. On the other hand, while cellulose-based materials might 
be running scarce, despite having a much more consolidated production chain, bioplastics and 
their promise of a “lighter” approach are relatively new and therefore have not yet been fully op-
timised to meet the necessary performance levels of packaging (e.g. machinability, sealability, 
strength, impermeability). Moreover, they often prove to be economically unsustainable and not 
always available in terms of the supply needed to satisfy the intense market demand.

The situation is therefore very complex, and the role of traditional polymers (both virgin 
and secondary) continues to be the most feasible solution today, despite being the least pre-
ferred by end consumers.

QUESTION #2:  
What are the standpoints of end consumers (and others)  
that flow wrap packaging will need to address?

We know that today’s youth are among the most conscious ever about the issue of sustainability. 
When we think of sustainability, the most obvious association is with environmental sustainabili-
ty. Yet there are other forms of sustainability, which are often underestimated, from the economic 
to the social sphere, which are in turn linked to other connected topics (e.g. responsible use of 
resources, the capacity to generate income and work, security, health, justice, wealth), each con-
tributing to a proper analysis of the various aspects.

Apart from a general interest in sustainability itself, at this historic moment in time there 
are also additional phenomena, which tend to have the effect of shifting the focus, creating wide-
spread concern, underlying apprehension, or, in some cases, a complete rejection of that which 
could presumably threaten sustainability itself. In this context it is of utmost importance, in order 
to genuinely influence the result, to focus efforts in the right direction, and not to waste energy 
chasing new demons and presumed culprits.

It is therefore conceivable that, not only today’s consumers, but also those of tomorrow will 
be extremely attentive to the sustainability of packaging, raising more and more often reasonable 
doubts regarding the origin of the raw materials, the correct disposal of packaging, and its entire 
life cycle. Efficiently catering to these demands, which are of equal concern to all, from film pro-
ducers to packaging machine producers, requires a response by the supply chain, enlightened 
by knowledgeable scientific insight, but that’s not all. Of crucial importance in this scenario is the 
need to educate the end consumer, who are themselves the driving force of the demand for sus-
tainability, and the keystone of value enhancement – in the true sense of the term – for the materi-
als currently in circulation, thus limiting further exploitation of any known resources.

QUESTION #3:  
How important is it to educate end consumers for the purposes  
of environmental sustainability?

The extraordinary properties of plastic have today been “clouded” by its faults: but what actions 
can the end consumer take to feel “guilt-free”?
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Abandoned packaging on the desert dunes of Oman is the result of an action by a per-
son, who, whether due to thoughtlessness or carelessness, left it in the environment. Each of our 
actions, insofar as designers and producers, but also end consumers, has a reaction: teaching 
end users from a young age to know and recognise materials and types of products that have 
reached the end of their (potentially first) life, which we therefore consider waste, is one of the 
most important steps towards their proper recovery and disposal.

Teaching good habits, and therefore also correct waste management, means providing 
information about the path of a product once it becomes waste: Where do I throw it? What hap-
pens in waste centres? How is packaging treated when we throw it in recycling bins? A predom-
inantly paper, polylaminate material, which combines paper on the outside with plastic on the 
inside, can in some cases be processed in the paper recycling chain: but how is it treated? And 
what happens if we throw it in the non-recyclable bin?

Many doubts on the part of consumers, but also those who design or commission new 
packaging, concern biodegradable and/or compostable polymers1: materials more recently in-
troduced to the market, which don’t yet have a globally recognised identity and expressiveness. 
And it is similarly unclear where they need to be thrown and how they are modified (in the envi-
ronment and in waste centres). Incorrectly disposing of a compostable material in the plastics 
chain, can in fact often pollute the entire recycling chain. On the other hand, these materials are 
still difficult to recognise and distinguish by sight, touch, and sound, with respect to polymers of 
fossil origin.

1  European legislation sets out that a compostable material must decompose by at least 90% within 3 months, and 
biodegradable materials within 6 months. And that’s not all: it must be possible to convert the compostable material into 
compost at the end of the industrial disposal process. Biodegradable materials on the other hand, are defined as such to 
the extent that they are degraded by natural physical agents in water, carbon dioxide, or methane.

http://store.uni.com/catalogo/index.php/uni-en-13432-2002.html?josso_back_to=http://store.uni.com/josso-security-check.php&josso_cmd=login_optional&josso_partnerapp_host=store.uni.com
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Markings and labels help and guide our choices, opening up to a new reflection on the 
need to strive for the most consistent information and types of treatments, even in recycling 
centres; the latter, in fact, often adopt different disposal procedures, creating doubts in end con-
sumers, which one hopes can be minimised.

QUESTION #4: 
How do we overcome the circular economy challenge?

Today, there are essentially two scenarios for the post-consumer recycling of polymeric packa-
ging.

On one hand, we have the more consolidated mechanical recycling process, which is 
based on the separation (or sorting) of waste intended for recycling. This process, which is al-
ready highly efficient for plastics, could benefit – for its further optimisation in the future – from 
a push towards monomaterials. This would mean, in the case of flow wrap packaging for exam-
ple, and as was partly attempted with drink bottles, concentrating the choice of materials on a 
narrow selection of alternatives common to all producers. It goes without saying that this type of 
operation would not be possible without suitable mediation between the trade associations and 
manufacturing unions. However, it would be relatively difficult to find an agreement between 
producers, not to mention the presumable flattening of competitive elements, which in this case 
would be shifted from the theme of processable materials to, for example, the thickness of the 
film, packaging speed, sealing strength, etc.

On the other hand, expectations are growing in relation to the chemical recycling process, 
a technology which is still in the development and optimisation stages, representing a hope yet 
to be materialised, and which, put very simply, consists in the decomposition of polymeric waste 
into basic chemical substances, including monomers for the production of new plastics that 
can be directly used in food contact (unlike plastics derived from mechanical recycling). This 
would allow the recycling process to be implemented also for polymeric waste with a particu-
larly consistent “non-polymeric” fraction, unable to be mechanically separated. In any case, it is 
important to remember what has already been done, and what is still being done to contain said 
types of waste. One example is the reduced use of polylaminates in the packaging sector, and 
especially in flow wrap packaging, now limited to cases in which this technology is truly indis-
pensable.

Add to this, paper packaging made from post-consumer waste – today overwhelming-
ly proposed as a valid alternative to plastic packaging in the flow wrapping sector – which is 
already technologically consolidated thanks to pulping systems. Particularly important in this 
case is the definition of recycling based on the percentage of paper with respect to “non-paper”, 
which can affect the performance of the film wrapper in terms of machinability and quality of 
sealing.

What the flow wrap packaging sector (and others) are calling for, together with the scien-
tific community in this twofold scenario, is for LCA methods to be used as much as possible in 
order to evaluate the actual sustainability of packaging, and for the same circularity sought for 
waste to also be applied at a decisional level, involving all stakeholders on all levels, including 
institutions, in order that policies can benefit from the precious information that each link in the 
chain is able to provide.
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QUESTION #5: 
What role will institutions play in mediating between policy 
and business?

The complexity of the issues raised requires a considerable effort in order that the chorus of 
different voices are able to establish a functional dialogue, able on one hand to avoid the stale-
mate of initiatives in support of greater sustainability, and on the other, the tendency for mere 
greenwashing by companies who find themselves alone in this scenario. Institutions will play 
a key role in guaranteeing a systemic rather than individual approach to this dialogue, and in 
particular trade associations and manufacturing unions, which can play a mediating and fa-
cilitating role in the political world, while also acting as a scientifically enlightened guide. The 
undisputed role of politics in this case should not be overly conditioned by the positions of end 
consumers who are but one link in the supply “chain”, but rather by all parties making up all 
links of the chain.

Legislation, regulations, economic measures are all very useful instruments in the strive 
for sustainability, as are the control of raw material prices, incentives for basic and applied 
research, end consumer information and education policies, and any type of initiative that 
supports integrated action. In this context, decision-making should be streamlined and cover 
different levels, from local to international – even more so within the European framework – in 
order for the transition to be genuinely shared without any significant deviations and progres-
sions at different paces, which more often than not lead to counter-productive results and 
disagreements.
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QUESTION #6: 
Flow wrap packaging as “ethical” packaging

The Ethical Packaging Charter introduces 10 values describing the packaging that “designers, 
producers, converters, industry experts, consumers, users” intend to “imagine, produce, demand, 
use”. How does flow wrap packaging respond to these values? It demonstrates the result of the 
efforts, experimentation, and research activities of a system and supply chain, represented first 
and foremost by the producers of film and packaging machines: the materials, seals, barriers 
play a critical role in the preservation of a product and allow an (almost) new perspective of the 
complex system of technical-productive, mechanical, chemical, and even aesthetic properties 
of the container (and not just its contents).

Flow wrap packaging is already ethical. With just a few grams of material, it allows the 
preservation, transport, and presentation of up to 60 times its weight, guaranteeing quality and 
the satisfaction of various needs throughout its entire life cycle (for both its use and manage-
ment, for example). It is safe and accessible; it is democratic; it is reliable, on a physical level 
because its original properties remain intact throughout its entire life cycle, and on an expressive 
level, insofar as it responds and easily adapts to rapidly changing languages and values (suffice 
it to think of coatings, for example, which made it possible to work with monomaterials rather 
than multi-materials, while still guaranteeing the high performance of the packaging, for greater 
environmental sustainability). And it can become a tool in itself for an increasingly structured 
circular economy, to educate about proper disposal, to recycle packaging, and reduce process-
ing waste.

https://fondazionecartaeticapackaging.org/?lang=en
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QUESTION #7: Can smart packaging help products withstand  
extreme conditions?

Flow wrap packaging is the bearer of formal, meaningful, technological, or consumer innova-
tions, through materials, forms, colours, finishes, and all those aspects and details allowing a 
proper user experience and improved relationship between product and packaging, packaging 
and user, product and user. Interaction with packaging and how its contents are used will cer-
tainly change in the future.

The packaging of the future may be smarter than that currently available, and not only 
dialogue with the packaged product and its consumer, but also establish relations with the Plan-
et. What we as authors hope, is that future packaging is able to grow and mature, to support the 
product it contains, going beyond its current role of protection and preservation: if the packag-
ing sector were to follow suit with the research being conducted in other sectors, such as textile 
design for example, where a number of experts are experimenting the possibility of replacing 
classic fibres with those derived from living micro-organisms, then packaging too could come 
“alive”.

New material trends are in fact geared towards the potential of a new industrial revolu-
tion: biotechnology or even synthetic biology can lead (and are already doing so in part) to the 
development of packaging that is eaten, that feeds us, the land, plants, or other forms of life, and 
which can help grow what it contains.

The technologies which on one hand push towards a new circularity, towards biotech-
nological production systems where organisms become active components of a “tailor-made” 
production (and consumption) process, in a truly endless cycle, are on the other hand able to 
improve the properties of flow wrap packaging to such an extent that it could even – who knows 
– save ancient seeds from extinction or perhaps protect and transport the scent of an extinct 
flower.



110 FLOW WRAP PACKAGING    THE MOST WITH THE LEAST

Photo credits

Time pills:
Campbell Wrapper Corporation Archives; Matteo Damiano Dalla Vecchia Family Archives; 
Barilla Group Archives; Coop Group Archives; Syntegon Group Archives; Fondazione Fiera 
Milano Hystoric Archives; Studio Giulio Iacchetti Archives and relative photos by Fabrizia Parisi; 
Taghleef Industries Archives; Bycroft boy via Flickr | Nabisco, From American Cookery 1915 | 
Public Domain Mark 1.0; Bycroft boy via Flickr | Nabisco, Here, it’s the Uneeda Boy providing 
cookies to the mom and her two kids, published in the August, 1930 issue of the PEOPLE’S 
POPULAR MONTHLY, source: Charles Perrien Restoration by Charles Perrien | Public Domain 
Mark 1.0 | CC BY 2.0; F. Delventhal via Flickr | Magnum, Rest Area stop in Santa Sofia on the way 
to Evora | CC BY 2.0; Hagley Museum and Library (Courtesy of); Digital Collections Library of 
Congress Photo Archives, New York Public Library | Irma and Paul Milstein Division of United 
States History, Local History and Genealogy, The New York Public Library (1887-1964). Queens 
– 209-16 Jamaica Avenue – 209th Street; Digital Collections Library of Congress Photo Archives, 
New York Public Library | In the vintage kitchen blog; A. Kniesel via Wikimedia Commons | Mon 
Chéri pralinés von Ferrero | CC BY-SA 3.0; Kration.info | An early 1944 Breakfast unit with the 
malaria warning on one of the side panels | (Courtesy of); Kration.info | Although the outer box 
is missing here, it is of the typical composition for the Type IIIb/IVa with the York Milk Caramels 
| (Courtesy of); Made in Chicago Museum; National library of New Zeland | Imperial Chemical 
Industries (ICI), ICI House, Wellington, boiler room. Winder, Duncan, 1919-1970: Architectural 
photographs. Ref: DW-1277-F. Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand. /
records/23203266 | Imperial Chemical Industries (ICI), ICI laboratory, Gracefield, Lower Hutt. 
Winder, Duncan, 1919-1970: Architectural photographs. Ref: DW-1281-F. Alexander Turnbull 
Library, Wellington, New Zealand. /records/23185348 | Ration dump at Tambama, Vella Lavella, 
Solomon Islands, during World War II. New Zealand. Department of Internal Affairs. War History 
Branch: Photographs relating to World War 1914-1918, World War 1939-1945, occupation of 
Japan, Korean War, and Malayan Emergency. Ref: 1/4-020427-F. Alexander Turnbull Library, 
Wellington, New Zealand. /records/22705616; New York City, 1890, Vintage, Mulberry Street, 
New York, Manhattan, United States of America, culture, city, immigration, America via Pikist; 
ICP online portal; Pixabay online portal; A. Shvets via Pexels; TamperTechTeam via Wikimedia 
Commons | Tamper evident seal | CC BY-SA 3.0

Interesting eco-packaging facts: 
Lactips press kit; MATto – materioteca del Politecnico di Torino, DAD – Department of Architec-
ture and Design, courtesy of Sara Tiralongo; Sylvicta by Arjowiggins press kit; Taghleef Indus-
tries Archives; Ulma Packaging Group Archives

Company stories: 
Barilla Group Archives; Campbell Wrapper Corporation Archives; Cavanna Packaging Group 
Archives; Coop Group Archives; Ima Ilapak Group Archives; Montello Group Archives; Syntegon 
Group Archives; Taghleef Industries Archives

Other sections of the White Paper:
Cavanna Packaging Group Archives; ICP portal; MATto – materioteca del Politecnico di Torino, 
DAD – Department of Architecture and Design, courtesy of Sara Tiralongo and Alessandra Cam-
pagna; Montello Group Archives; Oregon State University, _MGL0206 via Flickr | CC BY-SA 2.0; 
Sugarillos – A Teaspoon of Sugar by Mousegraphics’

https://mail.polito.it/SRedirect/97DB630B/natlib.govt.nz/records/23203266
https://mail.polito.it/SRedirect/97DB630B/natlib.govt.nz/records/23203266
https://mail.polito.it/SRedirect/97DB630B/natlib.govt.nz/records/23185348
https://mail.polito.it/SRedirect/97DB630B/natlib.govt.nz/records/22705616


Acknowledgements 111

Acknowledgements

Special thanks go to Riccardo Cavanna, Amedeo Caccia Dominioni, Miriana Brigo, Elisa Laria, 
Roberto Cerutti, and Bill Kehrli, for having made this project possible.

For their strategic advice, we  thank Claudia De Giorgi and Pier Paolo Peruccio, and for their 
technical support and valuable input, we thank Paola Ferrero, Monica Margara, Marco D’Addario, 
and Rita D’Attorre.

We thank Jim Pittas, Tom Egan, and Alberto Palaveri for their precious help in presenting this 
publication.

For the scientific insights into the issues addressed by the publication, we thank our colleagues 
Annalisa Apicella, Laura Badalucco, Marco Bozzola, Flaviano Celaschi, Clara Giardina, Loredana 
Incarnato, Sara Limbo, and Paola Scarfato.

For their cherished contribution, we thank Taghleef Industries, Campbell Wrapper Corporation, 
Cavanna Packaging Group, IMA Ilapak Group, Syntegon Group, Barilla Group, Coop Group, and 
Montello Group. 

For having joined the study, making it possible to access the company facilities and archives, 
we also thank: Michele Allamprese, Francesca Amalfitano, Monica Battistella, Alessandra Bruno, 
Diana Bruno, Rodolfo Cattoi, Filippo Cocchi, Paola Dalla Casa, Rosita Fattore, Paolo Fioravanti, 
Simona Fontana, Silvana Gheno, Renè Koehler, Silvia Mastagni, Mario Molinaro, Silvia Nicolais, 
Graham Nice, Bruno Oberle, Roberto Pagliari, Klaus Peter, Giorgio Quagliolo, Andrea Querzoli, 
Markus Rustler, Francesca Sancinelli, Stephan Schuele, Alberto Vacchi, Luciano Villani.

For their oral testimonies, we thank Giovanni Ballerini, Paolo Barilla, Jenny Baxter, Luigino Birro, 
Elio Brolli, Antonio Copercini, Matteo Damiano Dalla Vecchia, Maurizio De Costanzo, Renzo 
Francioni, Luigi Ganazzoli, Fabrizio Gerosa, Franco Goglio, Ralf Hansel, Davide Jarach, Michael 
Jarmuskiewicz, Valentina Masotti, Giorgio Marazzi, Ludovico Rangoni Machiavelli, Luca Ruini, 
Julia Schwoerer, Fabio Terziotti, Italo Vailati. 

Moreover, our heartfelt thanks go to all those who have helped make this project a success, who 
contributed to our research with their valuable responses.

Lastly, we thank the generosity of the artist, poet, and photographer, Luca Artioli, who granted us 
the use of one of his photos for the cover image of the White Paper, which perfectly represents 
the world of flow wrap packaging and the research flow of the project.

A special mention also goes to Luca Maria De Nardo for having created the opportunity to 
develop this research project, and for the added value of his suggestions and inspirations.



This book is printed on FSC forest friendly paper.
The FSC logo identifies products which contain paper from forests

managed according to strict environmental,
economic, social standards defined by the Forest Stewardship Council.





This publication investigates the role of a packaging type that perfectly represents the flexible 
packaging sector: flow wrap packaging. The White Paper summarises the key stages of its 
evolution, from the production sector to design aspects, and its role in society and consumption.
The activities were conducted by a group of researchers from the Department of Architecture and 
Design of the Politecnico di Torino, in constant dialogue with the various components of the 
supply chain involved with the packaging, at both a national and international level. The findings 
were then collated and made available to a broader public through the drafting of this document, 
a scientific publication structured in such a way as to generate culture on the theme of flow wrap 
packaging. The current and future challenges faced by this packaging, linked to the innovations 
of production materials and technologies, and new ways of containing, selling, consuming, and 
communicating, are increasingly geared towards sustainable solutions.
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