
FINDING THE 
BALANCE BETWEEN 
CREATIVITY AND 
SUSTAINABILITY

Key considerations for the future     
of display design and manufacture





| 3

TABLE OF CONTENTS

01 Foreword  
from Kongsberg Precision Cutting Systems 
President & CEO, Stuart Fox  4

02 Making a material difference      
  in the sign and display sector  

In conversation with Einar Ek, Re-board® Technology 6

03 Designs for life  
Maximilian Hansen discusses display designs of today,     
tomorrow and beyond 10

04 Meeting today’s needs with       
 tomorrow's tooling technology 

A word on future innovations from Knut Johansen,
Kongsberg PCS Application and Product Manager  14



 | 4

FOREWORD
KONGSBERG PRECISION CUTTING 
SYSTEMS PRESIDENT & CEO, STUART FOX

It is no small understatement to say that the 
last couple of years has been a challenging time 
for sign and display businesses. With a global 
pandemic, an uncertain geo-political situation 
and economic volatility all to contend with, 
it is unsurprising that businesses have been 
looking to the future with a mixture of both 
hope and apprehension.

That’s why we wanted to take a look at what 
the future might hold for our industry. We 
wanted to gauge where our customers, partners 
and peers, who have successfully navigated 
the tumultuous last two years, see the path 
forward taking them.

No-one can say for sure what the future holds 
– even the most insightful experts failed to 
forecast much of what has unfolded in recent 
times. But we feel it is important that we take 
a positive look at the state of our industry 
today, with a view to ensuring we’re equipped 
to not only meet the challenges of today and 
tomorrow, but also to enable and empower 
businesses to thrive in the years that follow.

The ‘S’ word

When we first began this research, we antic-
ipated discussions of wider market trends 
– perhaps gaining exciting glimpses into what 
the future may hold for innovative use of event 
spaces, or how advances in technology in 
terms of both materials and machinery would 
lead to a creativity evolution in the sign and 
display sector.

Creativity is being demanded by customers, 
eager to spark conversation and stand out with 
the most exciting display designs available to 
them as they return to events, exhibitions, 
and high streets to showcase their latest 
products. And make no mistake, the sector 

is rising to the occasion, with some truly 
impressive creations taking center stage. But 
that creativity notwithstanding, when asked 
what is THE dominant factor that will affect 
this industry in the coming years, every board 
supplier, display designer and manufacturing 
company we spoke with all had a single word 
response, and it is one that will undoubtedly 
come as no surprise.

Sustainability.

We can all imagine the sighs and the rolling of 
eyes as you read that and think, “well, that’s a 
real revelation there, Kongsberg!” And you’d 
be right to feel that way - this is nothing new…
this is something that has been on the agenda 
of every business for the last decade and longer. 
But crucially that word, sustainability, has meant 
something different for everyone. For many, it 
has become a part of their culture, with waste 
reduction, reusability and recyclability front of 
mind in everything they do. For others it has 
been a set of ideals and criteria to meet, for 
others still merely a box to tick, and yes, for 
the cynically minded it has sometimes been 
simply a flag to wave.

| 4



But as we examined what issues were affecting 
the market right now, it became clear that no 
matter what previous efforts have been made, 
successes achieved or opinions held, sustain-
ability has become the single-most important 
factor to consider for businesses today.

A balancing act, not a silver bullet

But with businesses needing to be creative 
to achieve success, where does sustainability 
actually fit in the context of the sign and display 
sector? Is it about simply using materials that 
have renewable or recycled content? Or is it 
about making sure that, from concept to creation, 
entire displays are themselves recyclable?

Waste is obviously a huge issue, so we need to 
consider ways to reduce this. Clearly design 
has a role to play here too, but to what extent 
does one inform or dictate the other? And 
importantly, how do businesses successfully 
achieve the requisite creativity, standout and 
innovation demanded by their customers, while 
simultaneously addressing the need for sus-
tainability across both their own criteria, those 
of the customer, and the wider community?

This is a complex situation with no silver bullet 
solution, and that’s why we have undertaken 
to speak with some of the leading voices in 
the sector. In the coming pages, we’ll explore 
how they foresee negotiating the balancing 
act between meeting the creative needs of 
customers and delivering the sustainable 
solutions demanded by consumers around 
the world.

STUART FOX
PRESIDENT & CEO, 
KONGSBERG PRECISION 
CUTTING SYSTEMS
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MAKING A MATERIAL DIFFERENCE 
IN THE DISPLAY SECTOR
IN CONVERSATION WITH EINAR EK,
RE-BOARD® TECHNOLOGY

As Director of Business Development with 
Re-board® Technology, one of the leading 
sustainable substrate manufacturers in 
the world, Einar Ek is as passionate about 
sustainability as you would expect. He is 
also acutely aware of the challenges faced by 
businesses today. So much so that Re-board 
has just launched its own report, ‘The Fibre 
Story’, to educate and advise businesses on 
the steps they need to take in order to meet 
the changing needs of global customers.

As this new dawn begins to take hold, Einar 
said that there are a number of things that 
will infl uence and inform the future success 
of the sector – and sustainability is at the 
top of the list.

Satisfying needs, doing better

“Consumer demand will always be at the 
forefront of a brand’s thinking, and in the 
world of today, that has never been more 
the case,” said Einar. “Brands are not only 
responding to government legislation, but they 
are also preparing to meet the demands of their 
customers - the retailers - who themselves 
face pressure to satisfy the needs of the next 
generation of environmentally conscious 
consumer.

“While it is obviously true that retail campaigns 
add to consumption, in the wake of recent 
events we are already seeing that there is 
now more attention being paid earlier in the 
design and manufacture process to matters of 
sustainability,” said Einar. “Broadly, there is a 
noticeable desire to do better with displays.”

As to what ‘better’ looks like, Einar said that 
technology was helping deliver some of 
the biggest gains to display designers and 
manufacturers. “In terms of the actual design 
and construction of an application, we now 
have innovative machines and tooling that can 
cut out almost any shapes,” he said. “There’s 
CAD for the design, software that can calculate 
how a job is packed and shipped to optimize 
space, and programs to help calculate how 
effi cient it is to build and take down.

“Not only does this enable the use of materials 
with high recycled content or that are fully 
recyclable, but it also delivers sustainability 
gains in terms of effi ciency – something that 
should be a key focus of converters across 
the globe,” said Einar. “Effi cient production 

“ Armed with the tools, the 
resources and the information 
they need, designers truly 
hold the key to ensuring a 
future in which creativity is 
matched by sustainability.

− Einar Ek

EINAR EK
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processes mean less waste, greater productivity, 
and healthier margins for businesses, so it’s a 
real win/win/win situation.”

Collaboration in design is 
crucial to retail experience

With the global economy still sluggish in its 
recovery, raw materials shortages, labor and 
logistics issues together with a renewed focus 
on sustainability from brands, their customers 
and especially consumers, it is clear that 
today’s sign and display manufacturers face 
a number of challenges.

“It’s undoubtedly a very complex situation,” 
said Einar. “Thankfully, we have reached a time 
where things are no longer just disposable. 
Designers and engineers look for and develop 
solutions that are much longer lasting.”

“We are seeing the role of the designer become 
increasingly important – particularly as we 
find new materials and resources that we 
can use,” said Einar. “The designer now needs 
to understand the material, to be able to 
plan how to re-mount, re-use and recycle. 
The usage of multiple materials means that 
designers need to learn and know more than 
ever before.”

Designers hold key to 
future success

“In our new report, we detail how we believe 
this new generation of designers will make 
the most visible impact on the designs of 
tomorrow. They will have new materials 
to choose from that offer recyclability, low 
emissions and reusability. They will require 
skills and need to practice to fully understand 

⟩ Continue reading
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a n d  m a ke  t h e  m o s t 
of the properties of 
these new materials, 
and to apply the right 
combination of them for 
each specific application.

“We have also included a 
list of tips that will help 
designers of the future 
deliver against their 
customers’ and their own 

eco-objectives. For example, ensuring designs 
always have a precisely defined aim, with 
re-use options and end of life management 
considered part of these aims. Or optimizing 
the material size for the final product to 
ensure efficient layout and nesting. We also 
recommend designers choose to only laminate 
the parts of a display that need it for practical 
reasons, and to choose printing processes 
that optimize the use of resources.

“Armed with the tools, the resources and the 
information they need, designers truly hold 
the key to ensuring a future in which creativity 
is matched by sustainability.”

Combining creativity with 
sustainability for success

“While there has clearly been a huge growth 
in e-commerce, ultimately people will always 
go to shops,” said Einar. “The sign and display 
sector’s role will therefore be to help create 
new experiences for consumers, to bring them 
joy and to inspire them, while 
simultaneously satisfying their 
sustainability demands.

“The recent advances in paper 
and board technology, inks, 
software, and production 
equipment that we have seen, 
together with a new generation 
o f  e n g i n e e r i n g - f o c u s e d 
designers, all mean that this is 
finally possible. We can now 
enjoy bigger, beautiful displays 
that are almost like works of 
art that also deliver against 
sustainability criteria.

We can now 
enjoy bigger, 
beautiful 
displays that 
are almost 
like works of 
art that also 
deliver against 
sustainability 
criteria.
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“ The designers, architects, 
engineers, carpenters, 
students, and other 
innovators who adapt to 
change and to meet the 
growing de^mands of 
today, will be in the driver’s 
seat, showing the way.

 − Einar Ek

“As all material usage leaves such a large 
environmental footprint, our focus on 
showing the world what paper can do is more 
important than ever,” said Einar. “The next 
generation solutions will be based on the design 
properties of multiple components and use 
more sustainable materials and practices. The 
designers, architects, engineers, carpenters, 
students, and other innovators who adapt to 
change and to meet the growing demands 
of today, will be in the driver’s seat, showing 
the way.”
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MAXIMILIAN HANSEN DISCUSSES 
DISPLAY DESIGNS OF TODAY, 
TOMORROW AND BEYOND

DESIGNS FOR LIFE

Maximilian Hansen is very clear on the issues 
that might dissuade some businesses from 
choosing to invest in sustainable displays. 
“Essentially people think it’s cheap,” he said. 
“Cheap quality, cheap looking and cheap to 
produce. But they’re just so wrong.”

Maximilian established Germany-based 
Nordwerk Design in 2012. Since then, his 
studio has explored ecological design inter-
nationally and expanded into North America, 
opening an office in Vancouver in 2017 and 
becoming a global brand for sustainable design 
and architecture.

Creating all kinds of green 
designs mainly using 
premium cardboard, 
Nordwerk has a strong 
focus on large scale 
structures. “We drive the 
designers and engineers 
to push the limits of what 
is possible with this out-
standing material,” said 
Maximilian. “We realize 
projects from the first 
conceptual sketch to the final installation. By 
handling the entire process, we can ensure the 
highest quality in design, production and the 
final experience on site.

“In terms of design there are now no limitations 
on what we can and can’t do,” he said.

In terms of 
design there 
are now no 
limitations on 
what we can 
and can’t do.
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Unlocking potential for 
creative sustainability

Maximilian said the return of live events after 
the difficulties of the previous two years has 
sparked an increase in demand for exhibition 
displays. “Despite many businesses still being 
very wary about costly cancellations, we’re 
discussing more and more the need for creative, 
innovative display designs that also live up to 
brands’ sustainability expectations,” he said.

“It’s fascinating because in terms of sustain-
ability, we’re increasingly looking at using 
replacements – asking ourselves, can we actu-
ally replace certain materials with cardboard?” 
he said. “A like-for-like swap may not always 
be possible, so we might end up with a design 
and then discover that we can’t actually build 
it in the way we’d intended. That presents an 
exciting challenge for us to overcome.

“The quality of material really has a significant 
impact on the design too,” he said. “Where 
customers don’t understand the differences 
between materials, they might ask ‘why don’t 
you just use cheaper board?’ My response is 
simple – we’ll use the best material. We’re 
engineers, and that’s what we work with. One 
wouldn’t ask an engineer to user cheaper steal.

“In the retail environment, we deliver very 
specialized projects and importantly, we are 
setting the goals for ourselves – we don’t use 
plastics, we try not to use glue at all but if we 
have to we use only environmentally-sound 

glues, and we only use inks which do not nega-
tively impact the recyclability,” said Maximilian. 
“This is just our policy on how we work, not 
something we do because we’ve been asked 
by our customers. But importantly, they know 
that we can deliver what they want in a sus-
tainable way, and that confidence in quality 
is helping to drive the growth.”

Maximilian said the landscape 
was changing quite dramati-
cally in terms of demand for 
creative designs that also 
delivered on sustainability. 
“Just before the pandemic, 
we were working with a 
luxury car dealer and they 
were happily planning to use a 
cardboard-constructed chair 
alongside a prestigious car 
brand in a display,” he said. 
“This was a real turning point, 
as previously there’s no way 
a luxury brand would have 
allowed something like this to be used as 
part of their marketing. But there has been 
a definite shift, which is a wonderful thing, 
and we’re getting back to that point now. The 
right people have seen that the link between 
sustainability and creativity can really go 
somewhere.”

We’ll use 
the best 
material. 
We’re 
engineers, 
and that’s 
what we 
work with.

⟩ Continue reading

“ There is a perception that all board is the same, 
 that we’ll design something beautiful but then 
 build it with the same material that is used for 
 packaging. We have a part to play in explaining 
 to customers that’s not the case – and that 
 board is great to work with.

 − Maximilian Hansen



Costs, consumer demands 
and creativity

Maximilian said that historically, the main 
criteria for customers when choosing display 
designs have been cost, quality and then 
creativity. “Regardless of where someone’s 
from they will talk about the importance of 
sustainability, but it’s only when it comes to 
reaching for their wallet that you can see who 
really means it,” he said. “But now, sustainability 
has moved back to the top of people’s priorities 
lists and sits right alongside creativity as one 
of the top driving factors.

“At the end of the day, the customer companies 
have to pay the bills and therefore they will 
determine the market, so cost will always be 
important – but many companies are now ok 
with paying a little bit more to do things in 
the right way. Especially when the consumer 
is insisting on it.”

Maximilian explained that demand was swelling 
in the retail sector, where consumers are 
increasingly interested in sustainability issues. 
“The customer experience needs to be an 
attractive space due to the threat of online 
shopping,” he said. “Big chains have to react to 
the fact that people are getting more used to 
shopping from their phone, laptop or whatever 
device, particularly in view of recent events, 
and they need to entice consumers into their 

 “ There’s already some incredible 
work around the world, like 
geodesic domes and flat 
surface structures that are built 
entirely from folding board.” 

 − Maximilian Hansen 
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stores. And that means getting creative with 
stimulating designs that also adhere to the 
brands’ values – and those of the customers.”

And that means using cardboard? “Hah – 
everyone always asks, ‘why Cardboard?’ This is 
something we need to get over, we’re talking 
about a very high-quality cardboard,” said 
Maximilian. “For the customer it can be a lot 
more cost effective and help reduce logistics 
costs,” he said. “It is more lightweight, it can be 
built and dismantled faster, you can load more 
of it into a single truck for delivery – it just 
makes sense across the board,” he said. “Not 
only that, but if your stand is fully recyclable, 
there are some trade shows now where the 
event organizers will actually recycle your 
stand for you after the event.

“Most importantly, using cardboard does 
not limit your creativity at all,” he said. “With 
cardboard you can bend it, fold it and be playful. 
The ratio of weight and strength is so much 
better than that of wood,” he said. “You need 
complex skills and structural support for 
wood – but cardboard is easy, quick and can 
be made to look as beautiful as any wood; it 
is just so much better.

“Things have now gotten more interesting in 
all fields,” said Maximilian. “At the end of the 
day, display is all about selling something, and 
we’re seeing displays that are cool, that are 
fun - and customers and consumers alike are 
responding to them.

“There’s already some incredible work around 
the world, like geodesic domes and flat surface 
structures that are built entirely from folding 
board,” said Maximilian. “We’re already seeing 
it in India and the Middle East, and as we 
move on from here, I think we’ll see more 3D 
structures, wonderful designs that actually 
work as objects, and we’re definitely going 
to see more elaborate geometry.”

Technology empowering creativity

“We now have the materials and tools to make 
interesting displays from sustainable materials,” 
said Maximilian. “At our studio, when we’re 
being creative, we just draw our design on 
old leftover board and cut it. Prototyping is 
a vital stage for us - if we haven’t 
already built it ourselves, we don’t 
send it to a customer.”

Maximilian said the continued 
advances in design and production 
technology had proved pivotal in 
empowering designers to fulfil 
their creative potential. “A lot of 
people don’t think about the cre-
ative freedom, as it’s a little bit 
like the chicken and egg problem, 
you know? Why design something 
when the tools needed to make it 
are not available? But if there’s no 
need for the tool, who will develop 
it? Thankfully, now tools like the Kongsberg 
VariAngle are available, and the clouds have 
parted to leave the blue sky of creativity ahead!

“New software and tooling make it simpler to 
use and to create some wild designs, which 
means we can actually innovate,” he said. “The 
more elaborate the tools, the more we can do. 
We have the combination of good materials, 
software, and machines, so now we can make 
beautiful things. The only limit to creativity 
is our own imagination.”

New software 
and tooling 
make it simpler 
to use and to 
create some 
wild designs, 
which means 
we can actually 
innovate. 
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DELIVERING ON CREATIVITY 
WHILE MINIMIZING ENERGY 
USE AND WASTE

MEETING TODAY’S NEEDS 
WITH TOMORROW’S 
TOOLING TECHNOLOGY

For more than 30 years, Knut Johansen, 
Application & Product Manager at Kongsberg 
PCS, has worked to develop innovative cutting 
solutions that meet the need of customers 
around the globe. In recent years, with the 
introduction of higher recycled content and 
an increasing use of paper-based materials, 
Knut and his team have sought to address 
the changing needs of the worldwide sign 
and display sector.

“We have all seen that the market is going 
in the direction of fi nding replacements for 
plastics, wood, MDF and aluminum composite 
materials (ACM), and switching to paper-based 
materials,” said Knut. “We are seeing some-
thing similar in packaging, for example with 
protective packaging, where manufacturers 
are removing the expanded foam or styrene 
that they use to protect packaged high value 
goods, and they are replacing that with paper.

“As a developer of technology, we need to 
be a part of this change and to develop tools 
that allow for converting these materials - and 
to do so in a very creative way.”

Knut said that Kongsberg PCS had addressed 
this need with the introduction of the innova-
tive VariAngle tool, which enables cutting at 
any angle from 0° and 60° and at high speeds, 
improving overall effi ciency by eliminating 
the need to change tools during the job and 
minimizing wasted operator time and energy 
consumption with constant stopping and 
starting. “Our VariAngle tool is of course 
made for working with materials like Re-board 
and materials with high recycled content,” he 

said. “With new opportunities to use these 
recycled and recyclable materials, we know 
that designers need tools that can help them 
produce more creative displays faster, as this 
ultimately means less power is consumed in 
their manufacture.

Reducing energy use through 
performance and longevity

“We work to make all our tools operate to the 
best standard, removing errors and therefore 
waste, while doing so in as fast a time as pos-
sible to use as little total energy as possible,” 
explained Knut. “That’s why our CorruSpeed 
tool can cut paperboard at 100 meters per 
minute instead of at 15 or 20 meters per 
minute with an oscillating tool - so the total 
power consumption used in the cutting process 
is much lower.

“With static knives, there is a much longer life 
span as there are no rotating parts inside. A 
tool that goes up and down at 12,000 times per 
minutes needs a lot more maintenance than 
a static one!” he said. “In terms of friction, we 
use a coating on our knife blades and router 
bits, which protects them and improves their 
longevity. Low friction also means less power 

DELIVERING ON CREATIVITY 
WHILE MINIMIZING ENERGY 

KNUT JOHANSEN



| 15

consumption during use. The coating is 100% 
biocompatible and there is minimal processing 
and energy consumption when it is being applied 
to our bits and blades. These tools then last up 
to six times longer than if they were uncoated, 
which is good for us in terms of our reputation 
for quality, good for our customers who do not 
need to constantly replace tools and equipment, 
and of course good for the environment as we 
are further reducing waste.”

Looking to the future, Knut said that Kongsberg 
PCS is at an advanced stage of addressing one 
of the biggest areas of power consumption on 
the cutting table. “We are researching new 
vacuum pump technology, looking to imple-
ment pumps that actually create a stronger 
vacuum but use only 50% of the power,” he said. 
“This is something that will lead to a significant 
reduction in overall energy consumption when 
using the tables.

“And perhaps most importantly of all, we 
continue to deliver products that have a long 
lifespan,” he said. “There are Kongsberg machines 
all around the world that are more than 20 
or even 30 years old, and still operating at 
capacity. Delivering against our own goals, 
we are minimizing waste and energy usage by 
building robust systems that last, coupled with 
strong, reliable tools that are able to be used 
several times more than others.” ■

 “ The emphasis is now on us 
to create the tools that can 
empower the most creative 
designs while using the most 
sustainable materials. 

 − Knut Johansen 
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