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Beyond the Label: Is Direct-to-Container Branding the Future of Beverage Packaging?

As sustainability pressures grow, the beverage industry is exploring new packaging strategies, including label-less bottles. With the ability to print logos, product details, and compliance information directly onto a bottle’s surface, brands can balance sustainability with visibility, explains Nitin Mistry, Global Account Manager, Domino Printing Sciences.

What impact can direct-to-container make?
Consumer demand for eco-friendly packaging is surging, with the market for solutions designed to reduce environmental impact across their entire lifecycle  expected to grow from USD 277.32 billion in 2026 to USD 536.16 billion by 2035. 

While innovation in areas such as sustainable materials and recycling continues–accelerated by global regulations including the EU’s Packaging and Packaging Waste Regulation (PPWR) – brands face challenges in fulfilling eco-friendly goals. Labels are a prime example: often made from mixed materials, they complicate recycling streams. 

With escalating demands for both brand engagement and regulatory information, the quality and durability of labels are critical. So how can brands balance visibility with sustainable objectives?

Label-free experience 
By eliminating labels and printing directly onto PET, HDPE, or glass bottles, brands can simplify recycling and reduce material use. Critically, these goals can be achieved without sacrificing regulatory marking requirements.

Several beverage producers have already introduced bottles made from 100% recycled PET with embossed logos and laser-engraved product information, demonstrating that brand visibility can coexist with sustainability goals.

The label-free format is facilitated by direct-to-container coding technologies–including laser or inkjet. These technologies enable manufacturers to apply branding, traceability, and compliance information directly onto containers. Laser offers durable, nearly consumable-free coding, while inkjet provides flexibility for color and contrast requirements where needed.

However, pilot programs have revealed challenges. It can be difficult to achieve high contrast and consistent legibility on PET under condensation. Furthermore, high-speed beverage lines require precise coding at a rate of thousands of bottles per hour. 

While these technical hurdles shape the pace of adoption, it is important for brands to consider the new demands of label-less designs. Labels have traditionally been the canvas for storytelling, design, and regulatory text. Moving to direct coding and embossed features means rethinking how logos, typography, and design elements appear on the container itself. Some early adopters have experimented with embossed artwork and colored caps to maintain brand recognition while eliminating labels. These creative solutions show that branding doesn’t have to disappear with the label.

Opportunities for brand owners
While challenges remain, the shift to direct-to-container – also referred to as direct-to-shape – branding is an opportunity for brand owners to lead on sustainability and differentiate in a crowded market. In the short term, hybrid solutions that combine partial labelling and direct coding provide the benefit of reduced material use and improved recyclability. 

Building on this foundation by investing in improved coding technologies will enable brands to fully digitalize packaging. This will deliver premium aesthetics and enhanced customization and serialization, while maintaining speed, sustainability, and reducing manufacturing costs.

In the long term, brands can embrace smart packaging innovations – such as digital watermarks and smart QR codes – to enhance consumer engagement and traceability while eliminating labels entirely.

Forward-thinking brands can use this transition to strengthen their sustainability credentials, build consumer trust, and future-proof their packaging strategy.

Begin the evolution
Direct‑to‑container coding is beginning to redefine the way brands can balance identity with sustainability. Recent trials have shown that removing labels can significantly reduce carbon footprint and improve recyclability while also lowering manufacturing costs. In some cases, switching to embossed branding and direct coding saved several kilograms of CO₂ per thousand bottles, proving that sustainability gains are tangible.

Brands that delay investment could fall behind as regulatory requirements tighten and sustainability expectations continue to rise. Early adopters gain credibility, achieve compliance readiness sooner, and strengthen their sustainability positioning as consumers increasingly favor brands that lead on eco innovation.

Conclusion  
Label-free packaging represents more than a design trend. It marks the start of a new era of brand communication and identity and underpins the next generation of environmental responsibility. 

The tension between brand visibility and sustainability is real, but it’s also an opportunity for innovation. Direct-to-container coding technologies are advancing rapidly, and while the challenges of speed, readability, and aesthetics remain, the trajectory is clear.

For beverage producers, the question isn’t whether label-free packaging will become mainstream, but when. Brands have the chance to gain a competitive advantage by exploring direct-to container coding and branding today.
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Inks
The information contained in this document is not intended as a substitute for undertaking appropriate testing for your specific use and circumstances. Neither Domino UK Limited nor any of Domino’s group of companies is in any way liable for any reliance that you may put on this document with regards to the suitability of any ink for your particular application. This document does not form part of any terms and conditions between you and Domino, Legal Disclaimers v.1.0 February 2018 and Domino’s Terms and Conditions of sale, and in particular the warranties and liabilities contained within them, shall apply to any purchase of products by you. 

General
Information contained within this press release is considered to be true and correct at the date of publication by Domino, changes in circumstances after the time of publication may impact the accuracy of the information. All performance related figures and claims quoted in this document were obtained under specific conditions and may only be replicated under similar conditions. For specific product details, you should contact your Domino Sales Advisor. This document does not form part of any terms and conditions between you and Domino.

Imagery
Images may include optional extras or upgrades. Print quality may differ depending on consumables, printer, substrates, and other factors. Images and photographs do not form any part of any terms and conditions between you and Domino. 

Videos
This video is illustrative only and may include optional extras. Performance figures obtained under specific conditions; individual performance may vary. Errors and downtime on production lines may be unavoidable. Nothing in this video forms part of any contract between you and Domino.


Notes to Editors:

About Domino

Since 1978, Domino Printing Sciences (Domino) has established a global reputation for the development and manufacture of coding, marking, and printing technologies, as well as its worldwide aftermarket products and customer services. Today, Domino offers one of the most comprehensive portfolios of complete end-to-end coding solutions designed to satisfy the compliance and productivity requirements of manufacturers across many sectors, including food, beverage, pharmaceutical, and industrial. The company’s core technologies include innovative inkjet, laser, print and apply, and thermal transfer overprinting systems designed for the application of variable data, barcodes, and unique traceability codes onto product and packaging. 

Domino employs over 3,000 people worldwide and sells to more than 120 countries through a global network of 29 subsidiary offices and more than 200 distributors. Domino’s manufacturing facilities are located in China, Germany, India, Sweden, Switzerland, UK, and the USA.

Domino became an autonomous division within Brother Industries Ltd. on 11th June 2015. 

For further information on Domino, please visit www.domino-printing.com or contact:

Alex Challinor
PR and Content Manager 
Domino Printing Sciences 
Tel: +44 (0) 1954 778780
Alex.Challinor@domino-uk.com

Jamie Robinson
Marketing Generalist 
Domino North America 
Tel: +1 636-673-3009
jamie.hinton@domino-na.com
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