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			“The advance of technology is based on making it fit in so that you don’t really even notice it..”

			BILL GATES

			   

			Dedicated to my wife Mary, whose encouragement and support have been behind every creative idea I’ve pursued.
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			This book explores how artificial intelligence is reshaping the world of package design. Over more than 30 years in the industry, I have witnessed the creative process evolve from the days of literal cut-and-paste production — wax-coated film strips carefully assembled by hand on art boards — to the rise of desktop publishing, digital imaging, and today’s rapidly advancing AI-driven tools. Rather than viewing artificial intelligence as a replacement for creativity, I see it as an exciting new tool that expands the possibilities of design and innovation.

			Mark Lehberg 

			Montreal West, Canada

			Email: mark@lehberg.ca 
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​The next creative revolution

			For generations, package design has existed at the intersection of creativity, communication, engineering, and commerce. A package has never been merely a protective container. At its best, it serves as a silent salesperson, a brand ambassador, and a storytelling device that shapes the consumer’s perception long before a product is ever touched or experienced. In many cases, packaging creates the very first emotional connection between a brand and its audience. Every color, material, structural detail, image, and typographic choice contributes to that interaction, influencing not only how a product looks, but also how it feels.

			Throughout history, package design has continually evolved alongside advances in technology. What once relied entirely upon manual craftsmanship gradually transformed into a sophisticated blend of art, production, and digital innovation. Early packaging projects were developed through highly physical processes involving hand-rendered illustrations, mechanical paste-ups, film separations, and painstaking production techniques that demanded remarkable precision and patience. Designers worked with art boards, wax machines, technical pens, overlays, and photographic film in ways that would seem almost unimaginable to many younger creatives today.

			In those years, even relatively small revisions could require hours of labor. Typography was physically assembled by hand. Product photography involved elaborate studio setups, expensive processing, and extensive retouching work. Mechanical artwork had to be carefully prepared for printing using processes that required both technical knowledge and artistic sensitivity. Yet despite the limitations of those methods, some of the most memorable and effective package designs in history emerged from that era. Creativity was never dependent upon technology alone. It was driven by ideas, insight, storytelling, and the designer’s ability to connect emotionally with consumers.

			As technology advanced, the industry changed dramatically. The arrival of desktop publishing and digital design software during the 1980s and 1990s transformed creative workflows forever. Programs such as Adobe Illustrator and Photoshop gave designers unprecedented flexibility and control, allowing concepts to be explored, revised, and refined far more efficiently than ever before. Digital photography replaced film, three-dimensional rendering software reduced dependence on physical prototypes, and communication between clients, agencies, and manufacturers accelerated rapidly.

			Not surprisingly, many of these technological changes were initially met with fear and resistance. Traditional illustrators worried that computers would eliminate craftsmanship. Production artists feared automation would reduce the need for specialized skills. Photographers questioned whether digital imaging would compromise artistic quality. Similar concerns have accompanied nearly every major technological shift throughout creative history.

			Yet over time, those same tools became essential parts of the design process. Rather than replacing creativity, they expanded creative possibilities. Designers adapted, evolved, and ultimately used technology to push their ideas further than previous generations could have imagined.

			Today, artificial intelligence represents the next major transformation in the evolution of creative design.

			More than any technology before it, AI has generated both excitement and uncertainty within the creative community. Some view it as revolutionary, while others see it as a threat to originality, craftsmanship, and even the future role of designers themselves. Discussions surrounding ethics, ownership, authenticity, and job displacement now dominate conversations throughout the industry.

			These concerns are understandable. Artificial intelligence is capable of generating imagery, concepts, layouts, text, and visual styles within seconds. Tasks that once required hours of manual effort can now be accelerated dramatically. AI systems can assist with brainstorming, mood boards, visualization, consumer analysis, and even photorealistic rendering at extraordinary speed.

			However, history reminds us that new creative tools rarely eliminate creativity itself. Photography did not eliminate illustration. Desktop publishing did not eliminate graphic designers. Photoshop did not eliminate photographers. Three-dimensional software did not eliminate structural packaging engineers. Instead, each innovation reshaped workflows while opening entirely new creative opportunities. Artificial intelligence is likely to follow a similar path.

			The true value of AI lies not in replacing human imagination, but in enhancing it. AI can accelerate repetitive tasks, reduce technical barriers, and expand the range of creative exploration available to designers. It allows creatives to spend less time on production mechanics and more time focusing on ideas, storytelling, emotional engagement, and strategic thinking.

			At the same time, it is important to recognize what AI cannot do. Artificial intelligence can analyze patterns, generate variations, and simulate styles, but it does not experience emotion, culture, intuition, or human connection. It does not understand why certain visuals create trust, excitement, nostalgia, or emotional resonance. Those qualities remain deeply human.

			Great package design has always depended upon understanding people. A successful package must communicate value, differentiate itself within crowded retail environments, reflect brand identity, and create emotional connection within moments. That level of communication cannot be reduced to algorithms alone.

			The future of package design will not belong to machines replacing designers. It will belong to designers who learn how to collaborate intelligently with emerging technologies while continuing to bring human creativity, judgment, and storytelling into the process.

			In many ways, the role of the designer is evolving rather than disappearing. Tomorrow’s creatives may spend less time executing repetitive production tasks and more time functioning as strategists, curators, storytellers, and creative directors. The ability to guide intelligent systems effectively may become just as important as mastering traditional software tools.

			This book explores how artificial intelligence is reshaping the world of package design and creative development. It examines both the opportunities and the challenges AI introduces to the industry, while emphasizing the importance of maintaining originality, emotional authenticity, and human-centered thinking throughout the creative process.

			Technology will continue to evolve, just as it always has. But meaningful design has never been defined by tools alone.

			It has always been defined by imagination.
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			​Package design before AI 

			Before the arrival of artificial intelligence, package design was already a highly sophisticated discipline that combined creativity, psychology, engineering, production knowledge, and marketing strategy. Although today’s designers work in a world dominated by digital tools, instant revisions, and increasingly automated workflows, package design for many decades was a far more physical and labor-intensive process. Every stage of development required hands-on craftsmanship, technical precision, and extensive collaboration among designers, illustrators, photographers, printers, structural engineers, and manufacturers.

			To fully understand how artificial intelligence is transforming package design today, it is important to first understand how the industry evolved before AI entered the creative process.

			Packaging has always played a unique role in the relationship between products and consumers. Unlike many forms of advertising that exist temporarily, packaging remains physically connected to the product itself. It travels from factory to warehouse, from retailer to consumer, and often remains in the consumer’s home long after purchase. It functions simultaneously as protection, branding, communication, and marketing. In retail environments especially, packaging has traditionally served as one of the most powerful influences on purchasing behavior.

			Long before computers became part of the design industry, package development relied almost entirely on manual methods. Designers created layouts using pencils, markers, paints, overlays, and mechanical tools that demanded enormous patience and accuracy. Concept sketches were drawn by hand, often in multiple variations, allowing creative teams to explore visual directions before final artwork began. Marker renderings became an art form in themselves, particularly in industries such as toys, games, cosmetics, and consumer electronics where presentation and shelf impact were critical.

			Mood boards were assembled physically using magazine clippings, printed photographs, fabric samples, product tear sheets, and color references gathered from countless sources. Designers frequently visited stores to purchase competitor products, examine trends, and analyze shelf presence firsthand. Inspiration came not from instant online searches, but from careful observation and extensive research.

			The actual production process was even more demanding. Before desktop publishing and digital software became standard, package artwork was assembled manually through mechanical paste-up systems. Typography was created using phototypesetting equipment, where lines of type were printed on photographic paper, cut into strips, coated with wax adhesive, and carefully positioned on art boards by hand. Spacing, alignment, and corrections required painstaking precision. If a client requested changes, portions of the artwork often had to be physically removed and rebuilt.

			Color separations for printing were highly technical and time-consuming. Designers worked closely with prepress specialists to prepare artwork for production, ensuring that colors reproduced accurately on press. Retouching photographs involved airbrushing, masking films, and darkroom techniques that required years of experience to master. There were no “undo” buttons, no digital layers, and no instant revisions.

			Photography itself represented a major production expense. Product photography sessions required studios, lighting equipment, film processing, stylists, retouchers, and significant scheduling coordination. Even relatively minor changes to a package design could mean reshooting photography or rebuilding mechanical artwork entirely. The process was slow by today’s standards, but it also fostered an extraordinary level of craftsmanship and planning.

			Designers had to think carefully before executing. Because revisions were difficult and expensive, creative decisions often received more strategic consideration upfront. Concepts were refined through discussion, sketching, and internal critique long before final production began. Teams collaborated extensively to minimize costly errors later in the process. In many ways, limitations forced designers to become more disciplined thinkers.

			Despite these production challenges, some of the most iconic packaging in history emerged during this pre-digital era. Classic toy packaging, cereal boxes, cosmetic containers, food brands, and electronics packaging from previous decades continue to influence modern designers today. Many of those packages succeeded not because of advanced technology, but because of strong ideas, memorable storytelling, emotional understanding, and intelligent visual communication.

			The fundamentals of successful package design have always extended far beyond decoration. A package must immediately communicate information while also creating emotional response. It must capture attention within crowded retail environments, establish brand identity, differentiate itself from competitors, and build consumer trust within seconds. In some product categories, packaging must also create excitement, nostalgia, aspiration, or a sense of luxury. These emotional signals are often subtle, yet they have tremendous influence over purchasing behavior.

			For example, toy packaging has historically relied heavily on imagination and excitement. Bright colors, dynamic graphics, character illustrations, dramatic photography, and expressive typography all work together to create anticipation and emotional energy. A successful toy package often begins selling the play experience before the product is ever removed from the box.

			Luxury cosmetics packaging operates differently. Here, subtlety, refinement, materials, finishes, and structural sophistication often communicate quality more effectively than loud graphics. Matte coatings, foil stamping, embossing, minimalist typography, and carefully controlled color palettes help establish exclusivity and premium positioning.

			Food packaging depends heavily on appetite appeal and trust. Photography, ingredient presentation, color psychology, and visual freshness all contribute to consumer confidence. Technology packaging may emphasize innovation, simplicity, or precision. Organic products often use earthy textures, muted palettes, and natural imagery to communicate sustainability and authenticity.

			In every category, packaging functions as emotional communication. Even before digital tools existed, successful designers understood consumer psychology intuitively. They understood how color influenced perception, how typography communicated personality, and how structure affected user experience. Great package designers were not simply artists; they were strategists and storytellers.

			The arrival of computers during the 1980s and 1990s dramatically changed the industry. Desktop publishing introduced an entirely new creative workflow that would eventually replace many traditional production methods. Software such as Adobe Illustrator, Photoshop, and QuarkXPress transformed how packaging was designed, revised, and prepared for manufacturing.

			Initially, these technologies created enormous disruption. Many traditional artists feared computers would eliminate craftsmanship. Production specialists worried automation would replace highly specialized skills. Some designers believed digital artwork lacked the warmth and authenticity of hand-created work. Similar concerns have appeared throughout every major technological transition in creative history.

			Yet over time, digital tools fundamentally expanded creative possibilities rather than limiting them. Designers could suddenly experiment faster and more freely. Layouts could be revised instantly. Typography became infinitely more flexible. Photography could be manipulated digitally rather than physically retouched by hand. Color adjustments became faster and more accurate. Communication between agencies, clients, and printers accelerated dramatically.

			The impact on productivity was enormous. Projects that once required weeks of mechanical preparation could now move through development far more efficiently. Designers gained the ability to create multiple concepts quickly, explore variations, and present clients with highly refined visual directions early in the process.

			Digital photography soon replaced film-based workflows almost entirely. Three-dimensional rendering software reduced dependence on expensive physical prototypes and photoshoots. As internet communication evolved, clients expected increasingly faster turnaround times, rapid revisions, and higher volumes of creative exploration.

			Packaging itself also evolved alongside retail culture. The rise of large-scale retail chains created increasingly competitive shelf environments. Products needed to work harder visually in order to stand out among thousands of competing items. Simultaneously, globalization introduced international competition and broader consumer exposure to different design aesthetics.

			Later, e-commerce transformed packaging once again. Products no longer needed only to succeed on physical shelves. They also needed to communicate effectively within tiny digital thumbnails viewed on phones, tablets, and computer screens. Social media introduced entirely new packaging considerations, including “unboxing” experiences, influencer marketing, and shareable visual moments. Packaging became both physical and digital simultaneously.

			By the time artificial intelligence began entering the creative industry, packaging design had already undergone decades of technological evolution. Designers had already adapted repeatedly to changing workflows, software systems, production technologies, and communication expectations.

			This historical perspective is important because it helps place AI within a broader context. Artificial intelligence may feel revolutionary, but the packaging industry has always evolved alongside technology. Every major advancement has changed workflows while leaving the core principles of design intact. Great packaging still depends upon creativity, emotional understanding, storytelling, and strategic thinking. Technology changes tools. It does not eliminate the need for human insight.

			In fact, as production technologies have become more advanced, the importance of strong ideas has often increased rather than diminished. When technical execution becomes easier, differentiation depends even more heavily on originality, emotional connection, and brand storytelling.

			Consumers today are exposed to an overwhelming amount of visual content. Retail environments, online marketplaces, social media platforms, streaming services, and digital advertising bombard audiences with constant visual stimulation. In such a crowded landscape, memorable packaging becomes even more valuable.

			Consumers may forget advertisements quickly, but they often remember packaging. The shape of a bottle, the texture of a carton, the personality of typography, or the emotional reaction created by opening a package can leave lasting impressions. Packaging remains one of the few forms of branding consumers physically interact with on a daily basis. This is one reason package design continues to hold such importance despite technological change.

			Long before AI became part of the creative conversation, successful packaging already required balancing aesthetics, strategy, manufacturing realities, cost limitations, retail demands, sustainability concerns, and consumer psychology simultaneously. Designers needed to understand not only creativity, but also production methods, printing technologies, materials, and market behavior.

			The best package designers have always combined artistic ability with practical thinking. That reality remains unchanged today.

			Artificial intelligence may accelerate workflows, generate visual ideas, and improve efficiency, but it cannot replace the deeply human understanding that meaningful package design requires. Consumers respond emotionally to authenticity, storytelling, trust, humor, nostalgia, aspiration, and beauty in ways that algorithms alone cannot fully comprehend.

			As the industry enters the next phase of technological evolution, the lessons from the pre-AI era remain incredibly valuable. The craftsmanship, strategic thinking, and human-centered creativity that defined package design for generations continue to form the foundation upon which future innovation will be built.

			Understanding where the industry came from helps designers better understand where it may be going next.
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​Understanding artificial intelligence 

			Artificial intelligence is often misunderstood. Popular media tends to portray AI as either a miraculous solution capable of solving every problem imaginable or as a dangerous force destined to replace human creativity and control. Films, television, and sensational headlines frequently present artificial intelligence as something mysterious, almost magical, operating far beyond ordinary understanding. In reality, AI is neither magic nor sentient intelligence. It is a sophisticated collection of technologies designed to analyze information, recognize patterns, generate predictions, and assist in solving specific problems.
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