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Packaging Design Guide

Packaging

Why do we need packaging?
Packaging has several important functions:

▲ to contain and hold a product;

▲ to protect goods from damage;

▲ to inform the customer about the product;

▲ to promote a product and help it to sell;

▲ to make it convenient to carry, use and 
store the product.

Choosing materials
The basic materials most often used in 
packaging design are paper, card, plastics, 
metal and glass. The material you decide to 
use will affect the design of the packaging.

Packaging is available in a vast range of shapes, sizes 
and materials.

Materials Choosers Chart

Material	 Advantages	 Disadvantages	 Suggested	material		Types	of	package	
	 	 	 for	dummy

Paper and card low density easily affected by  paper or card cereals, washing   
 water  powders

Thermoplastics low density easily affected by heat two part vacuum-form  soft drinks, 
 waterproof  moulding toiletries

Metal strong expensive existing metal cans soft drinks, 
 stiff high density  tinned food 
 waterproof

Glass transparent expensive existing bottles up-market drinks, 
 waterproof shatters easily  coffees 
  high density
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These questions will help you to develop ideas for 
your packaging design.

▲ Who is the product for?

 Is it for adults, children, teenagers, men, 
women or families? What ages are they? What 
appeals to the type of person for whom you 
are designing?

▲ What is the form of the product?

 Is it: powder, liquid, paste, granules, a solid 
block or small pieces?

▲ What are its physical properties?

 Is it: fragile, perishable, heavy, edible, sticky, 
smelly, frozen?

▲ How might the product be damaged?

 By: crushing, vibration, moisture, temperature 
changes, pests, insects, bacteria?

▲ What is the size and shape of the product?

 You will need to measure or work out how 
much room the product will take. Some 
packages have to hold several items. You will 
need to take this into account.

▲ How will you get it out of the packaging?

 Will it be poured, squeezed, spooned, 
dispensed one at a time?

▲ Where will it be stored and used?

 In the show – will it be kept: on a shelf, in a 
display counter, hung on a rack?

 In the home – in a cupboard, in the fridge, in a 
handbag, on the dining table, by the sink?

▲ How much does the product cost?

 The materials and type of packaging used 
should be appropriate for the price of the 
product.

▲ What is the image of the product?

 Think about the kind of words that describe 
its character.  Is it: firm, powerful, healthy, 
precious, exotic, old fashioned?
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The panel below shows how these questions have been answered in the 
packaging for a box of after dinner mints.

▲ Who is it for?

 Adults after dinner parties.

▲ What is the form of the product?

 Small, thin pieces.

▲ What are its physical properties?

 Fragile, perishable, edible.

▲ How might the product be damaged?

 Crushing, vibration, moisture, temperature 
changes, pests, insects.

The Cellophone wrapper plus card box protects 
the product from crushing, moisture, pests and 
insects. The corrugated card insert and paper 
envelopes protect it from vibration. Temperature 
changes are dealt with by instructions to store at 
low temperature.

▲ How will you get it out of the package?

 Dispensed one at a time.

 The paper envelope allows mints to be taken 
one at a time.

▲ What will it be stored and used?

 In a sideboard drawer and on the dining 
table.

 The box is suitable for placing on the dining 
table.

▲ How much does the product cost?

 It is expensive.

 There is a lot of packaging; each mint 
is individually wrapped and placed in a 
box, indicating that it’s a product worth 
protecting.

▲ What is the image of the product?

 Slightly luxurious, a bit of a treat.

 The image of the box is one of stylish 
elegance in keeping with the product being 
a luxury rather than a necessity.
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More about the user and using
It is important that you have a clear picture of the 
type of person who is likely to use the product.  
You will need to find out what attracts and appeals 
to this group of people. An image board can 
help you decide on the choice of colours and 
styles. You will need to consider ergonomics. The 
packaging must be comfortable to hold and easy 
to use. A narrow-necked bottle will let you pour 
out a liquid in a gentle stream, but if the neck is 
too wide, the liquid will flood out uncontrollably. A 
wide neck is more suitable for a paste that has to 
be scooped out, like peanut butter. Packaging that 
is difficult to open or use will irritate the user, who 
may not buy the product again.

Some examples of product image
The appearance of the packaging should suit 
the type of product that is inside. For example, 
washing liquid is powerful and scientific, whereas 
the packaging of soap products for ourselves look 
softer and kind to the skin.

Helping it to sell
On the supermarket shelf, your packaging must 
stand out from thousands of other products. 
You can do this by using a striking design and 
bold colours, or you can attract attention by 
making it unusual. Some will appeal to boys and 
girls of different ages.  A customer can even be 
persuaded to buy a more expensive item if the 
packaging gives it a feeling of quality. Unusual or 
fun-shaped packaging can make a product more 
desirable. Some packaging is far more exciting 
than the product inside. It will still have to fulfil all 
the requirements of protection, information and 
convenience, but its interesting shape may be its 
selling point.
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Showing the product
Customers like to see what they are buying, so you should 
show what is inside. You can do this by:

▲ using transparent packaging, such as Cellophane, 
clear plastic blister pack or film wrap;

▲ putting a clear plastic window in the packaging;

▲ using a photograph or illustration (sometimes the 
goods inside are not very attractive so a picture 
can make them look more enticing);

▲ for products that aren’t attractive or interesting 
to look at, the packaging often shows the results 
of using the product – sparkling clean glasses on 
dishwasher powder packaging and healthy  
animals on pet food packaging are examples.

Displaying the written information
The name of the product and the 
manufacturer may form the main part 
of your design. Choose a style of 
lettering that suits the character of your 
packaging, but is easy to read. Other 
details can be printed smaller, but 
should still be arranged attractively. Try 
not to use too many different lettering 
styles together, as this can look messy.

The best way to start planning the 
layout of the written information is 
to make a list of everything the user 
needs to know about the product. 

For example food packaging should tell the user:

▲ the name and a description of the food;

▲ the name and address of the company that made it;

▲ the amount of weight of the contents;

▲ the ingredients that have been used to 
make it;

▲ nutritional information, such as the calories it 
contains, if it is high in fibre and so on;

▲ how the food should be prepared or cooked;

▲ how long it can be kept and in what 
conditions;

▲ the country of origin.

It may also display the maker’s logo, a guarantee and the bar-code.
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Card mechanics
Here you will find techniques to help you make 
card and paper mechanisms for pop-ups.  You 
can adapt these examples to create imaginative 
designs of your own.

Materials
Papers and card can be bought in a wide range of 
colours, textures, thicknesses and weights. This brief 
guide will help you decide on a suitable thickness of 
material.  You will find more detailed information in 
the Paper and Card Chooser Chart.

The card must be strong enough to keep its shape 
and protect the product inside, yet it must be 
flexible enough to fold without cracking. Choose 
card from 350 microns up to 640 microns thick.  
Anything thinner will not have enough stiffness, 
while anything thicker will not fold properly.

Decoration

Take care when using water-based paints to colour 
your design. Too much moisture will wrinkle the 
surface of paper and cause thick card to warp.  
You can achieve effective results with markers, 
pencil crayon and pastels, or use a colour 
photocopy of your original artwork.

Scoring and folding
Scoring makes it easier to produce a neat fold. Using 
a metal ruler as a guide, run the tip of a scalpel along 
the line of the fold. Only the surface of the card should 
be cut (do not cut too deeply or the card will break). 
The card is then folded away from the score line so 
that it can open slightly along the cut. You will find 
that the card bends and folds accurately. Remember 
that paper and card will fold more smoothly with the 
direction of the grain.
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Pop-up carton lid
In this design, the lid pops up automatically.  It is 
stronger and gives a more professional finish than 
the usual lid with ‘tuck in’ flaps.

3 Dimensions C are equal, and must be no 
longer than dimension D.

4 Dimensions E are equal, and the same as 
dimension F.

5 Corners G line up with the centre of dimension 
B.

6 Cut out the carton, score and bend along the 
foldlines.

7 Assemble the box by sticking the front panel in 
place with double-sided tape.

8 To close the base of the carton, fold in flaps in 
the order shown in the diagram.

1 Draw the net of the carton body and base to 
the required size and add the lid, as shown in 
the diagram. The grain of the card should run 
widthways.

2 Draw the centre panel of the lid A first. This 
should be 1 mm shorter than the width of the 
sides of the carton. This allows room for flap B 
to be tucked in when the carton is closed.

3 Flap B must be at least 15 mm deep to 
prevent it from slipping out of the carton.  
Notice that only the flap corners are rounded. 
The straight sides grip the inside of the carton 
when it is closed.

4 Cut out the carton and score along fold lines.

5 Make perforations marked D, by making small 
cuts (3 mm or 4 mm) with the tip of a scalpel. 
Start near the base and work towards the 
outside edge. Make sure that the last cut is not 
too near the edge or it is liable to tear in use.

6 Fold all score lines and perforations and 
assemble by gluing the carton front in place.

7 Push the lid down. As it closes, the side panels 
will bend inwards along the perforations. As 
the lid is opened, the side panels pop up.
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The crash lock base for 
packaging
You can adapt a net for a 
rectangular carton to make 
this closing mechanism for the 
base. It is stronger and will 
hold a heavier product than the 
standard ‘tuck in’ base.

1 Draw the net of the carton body and lid to 
the required size and add the base as shown 
in the diagram. The card grain should run 
widthways.

2 A equals half of dimensions B.




