
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

When it comes to can multipacks, all three major solutions – shrink-wrap, plastic handles 

or carriers, and carboard – offer convenience and add value to your primary package. But, 

not all multipacks are created equal. Considerations include a close study of material 

costs, machinery investement, features, challenges at the retail level, and benefits of each 

multipack type. 
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Craft brewing is an art where the brewer places 

their heart and soul into a can.  As you can imagine, 

the creative process does not stop with the beer, it 

continues with the look and feel of the package, labels 

and handles alike, which adds to the competitive 

advantage and success of each craft brewery. These 

factors create a premium feel and drive customer loyalty.

The premium aspect of the multipack attracts most 

consumers by the look and convenience of the package 

itself.  But, not all multipacks are created equal—

neither from a consumer nor a production standpoint. 

Depending on a company’s resources, desired 

throughput, and marketing goals, choosing the ideal 

packaging solution can mean the difference between a 

profitable venture and a multipack misstep that does not 

deliver the desired return.

TYPES OF CAN HANDLES, CHALLENGES & CONSIDERATIONS

Making the most of multipack potential requires a close 

study of costs, benefits, and features of each pack 

type. Manufacturers logically want a secondary solution 

that will protect their primary package but also want to 

manage material costs, equipment costs, energy costs, 

and product appearance. The three main can multipack 

solutions, shrink-wrap, carboard and can carriers, differ 

significantly across each of those factors. 

Shrink-wrap systems provide high throughput and, from 

a material standpoint, low cost. Shrink film is one of the 

least expensive choices of all the can multipack options. 

However, commissioning a shrink-wrap system is one 

of the costliest options from an equipment investment 

and energy consumption standpoint, making it less than 

ideal for a start-up or a small to mid-sized operation. 

The equipment has a large footprint and creates more 

material waste than alternatives. From a packaging 

standpoint, shrink also falls short should the cans break 

loose from the secondary package. There are no quick 

fixes, it cannot be simply remedied in the market by the 

route driver.

Carboard also carries a large initial investment in 

machinery. But with only two major suppliers in the        

United States, and a lengthy and complex manufacturing 

process, material itself can be costly. Should the pack-

age itself become damaged from humidity or product 

handling, there are no easy store-level fixes short of 

unsightly packing tape. On the plus side, carboard offers 

excellent graphics capabilities and packaging systems 

provide high throughput. 

Can Handles or Carriers come in three basic types: 

Flexible low-density polyethylene (LDPE), rigid injec-

tion-molded HDPE, and paper-based with and without 

a plastic coating. LDPE carriers are the kind commonly 

seen on six-packs of 12-oz. or smaller aluminum cans 

and 20-oz. or smaller bottles. LDPE carriers are photo-

degradable and are the most cost-effective carrier. Rigid 

HDPE carriers have broader use and are 100% recyclable, 

typically used to multipack slim, sleek and standard cans 

in 4-packs and 6-packs. Paper-based can handles are 

new, most are manufactured with a plastic coating, and 

the longevity/durability of this carrier in the market is yet 

to be determined. Flexible LDPE is the most 

cost-effective carrier, but like shrink-wrap, carboard, and 

paper-based handles, can be unforgiving if the multi-

pack’s integrity is comprised at the retail level. With a 

rigid HDPE handle, cans can easily be snapped back into 

place on the carrier. 

Can carriers provide some of the most cost-effective 

multipack options, particularly for smaller craft brew-

eries looking to establish a niche and then step up as 

the business grows. They feature low initial investment 

in equipment, with a variety of can handle applicators 



available to suit the size of the operation. A craft brewer 

can start  with a manual applicator, then move up to an 

in-line applicator as volume builds, and then to a fully 

automatic applicator with tray loading and a tray erector. 

Middle of the road applicators run 60-180cpm and cost 

between $18,000 - $40,000. Manual applicators are natu-

rally far less expensive.

SHELF APPEAL

Apart from raw material and equipment costs, the goal 

of any package is to appeal to the customer. The varying 

multipack options differ here, too. Manufacturers often 

spend the bulk of their package and graphics develop-

ment budget creating a primary package that provides 

a point of distinction. From a label standpoint, shrink 

sleeves and pressure sensitive labels are top performers 

in the market. The benefit of can multipack handles is 

that they allow primary package appeal to shine through 

by keeping the graphics as main attraction point. 

On the other hand, shrink-wrap obscures the primary 

package and, even though it can be printed, does not 

offer the vibrancy and eye-catching look of other materi-

als. Although carboard obscures the primary package as  

well, its graphic capabilities provide point-of-sale oppor-

tunities with readability, strong colors and the capacity 

to “billboard” the product.

CONVENIENCE

Getting the cans out of the secondary shrink package 

can be a hassle, and once the package is breached, those 

cans can fall down and become sloppy looking when 

stored. LDPE carriers can be uncooperative when it 

comes to removing individual cans and, though better to 

store than shrink-wrap, not as easily storable as card-

board or HDPE carriers. Both rigid plastic multipack can 

carriers and carboard also offer consumer advantages 

after shoppers get the product home. Rigid HDPE carri-

ers make it easy to carry home and snap out individual 

products.

CONCLUSION

Choosing the right multipack solution comes down to 

identifying the benefits each multipack option offers as 

it relates to shelf appeal and convenience, as well as a 

close study of overall operational costs, from handles to 

the initial investment in applicator and energy costs. 

Although each solution has its place depending on the 

product and a company’s goals and budget, can handles 

or carriers address a broad set of needs. Considering 

equipment and material costs, HDPE can carriers are 

typically the frontrunner when it comes to return on 

investment.  
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ABOUT ROBERTS POLYPRO

Beverage, food, and consumer goods companies of all sizes choose Roberts PolyPro for plastic bottle, can, 
and box handles and application systems. Roberts PolyPro provides innovations that meet the challenges 
of today’s marketplace for multipacking and carrying. As part of the ProMach Bottling & Capping business 
line, Roberts PolyPro helps our packaging customers protect and grow the reputation and trust of their 
consumers. ProMach is performance, and the proof is in every package.  Learn more about Roberts PolyPro, 
at www.RobertsPolyPro.com and more about ProMach at ProMachBuilt.com


