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Introduction
Trade in counterfeit products is on 
the rise, despite efforts to improve 
supply chain transparency. A 2019 
OECD-EUIPO study found that pirated 
goods accounted for up to 3.3 percent 
of world trade in 2016, compared to 
2.5 percent in 2013. It also found that 
electronics, footwear and clothing 
were among the most commonly 
pirated products.1

Using these figures as a guide, the 
value of today’s counterfeit trade is 
likely to be over 600 billion US dollars. 
This represents a huge financial loss to 
legitimate business, not to mention a 
risk to consumers.

To protect their customers, 
pharmaceutical and food 
manufacturers already adhere to 
traceability standards, such as 
serialization. However, there is a great 
deal more that consumer-based 
industries could do.

Though serialization cannot put an 
end to counterfeiting, it is a primary 
line of defense against product and 
brand piracy.

The country most affected by 
counterfeiting in 2016 was the United 
States, whose brands or patents 
were affected by 24% of the fake 
products seized.1

Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development



In a survey exploring the perceived value of 
serialization among European and North American 
companies, Mettler Toledo PCE found that 
businesses were convinced that serialization 
would become increasingly important in the 
future. A third even welcomed industry legislation 
on serialization.2

While this expectation was not shared across 
industries, the majority of the European 
companies surveyed assumed they would face 
new requirements in the future. Many respondents 
believed that large retailers would be the major 
drivers of serialization through requirements for 
their suppliers.2

After the US, the countries whose brands 
had the most counterfeit products seized 
were France (17%), Italy (15%), Switzerland 
(11%) and Germany (9%).1

Organisation for Economic  
Co-operation and Development

Serialization is assigning unique, sequential 
codes to each unit in a product inventory. These 
machine-readable, industry-standardized codes 
can be used by manufacturers and retailers to 
track the origin of a particular unit in the supply 
chain, helping to identify who was responsible for 
its component, ingredient or packaging.

Serialization has been universally adopted by the 
pharmaceutical industry, and is the most common 
way to maintain traceability and confidence in the 
supply chain.

Industry-wide adoption
Industries such as tobacco and food are already 
legally required to serialize, or at least to track 
and trace, their products. Examples include the 
EU’s 2014 Tobacco Product Directive on tobacco 
product traceability and the 2003 EU Regulation 
requirement for traceable food and feed products 
produced from genetically modified organisms.

In the late nineties, a conglomerate of pesticide 
manufacturers established a voluntary initiative  
to serialize their products, setting the scene  
for traceability across the entire agricultural 
supply chain.
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What is 
serialization?



Compliance protection – you can standardize 
quality and safety measures across your 
operations, whatever the location. Not only does 
this limit counterfeit products reaching your 
customers, it helps identify theft and supports 
governments and regulatory bodies to distinguish 
illicit goods.

Brand protection – by quickly establishing the 
authenticity of your goods through a patented, 
serialized system, you can safeguard your brand 
identity, which is essential in a market of third-
party sellers. Without the means to verify your 
product, a customer may perceive an inferior or 
defective item is representative of your brand. 
This level of brand protection is also essential 
for companies wishing to promote their green 
credentials. Serialization can prove that your 
product follows sustainable or fair-trade practices 
throughout the supply chain.

Consumer protection – in the event of product 
issues or concerns, having the means to trace 
the product back to its originator is key. Whilst 
this is an obvious safety and liability requirement 
for ingested products, it also helps to preserve 
your company reputation through faster issue 
resolution. Using the serial reference, you can 
quickly trace the product back through the supply 
chain to identify the problem.

Margin protection – the ability to track the 
authenticity, particularly of high-end goods, can 
pay dividends. Using serialization, you can prevent 
your product being sold below the minimum 
advertised price. Simply determine which 
distributor was responsible for the product and 
take the necessary steps to resolve the issue.

Recall protection – crucially, serialization also 
reduces the cost of product recall, since the 
volume of products affected by the recall is 
reduced through precision identification.

of businesses surveyed completely agreed 
that serialization was an effective tool against 
product and brand piracy, with over a third 
agreeing that serialization contributed to 
logistics chain transparency and  
brand protection.2

Mettler Toledo PCE Track & Trace Study
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Why serialization 
matters
Product serialization offers a  
number of proven key protections:

40%
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Barriers to serialization
Despite the obvious value to themselves and to 
their customers, many businesses need more 
information about the benefits of serialization 
before adopting a solution.

Respondents in the Mettler Toledo PCE survey 
singled out the high costs involved in setting it  
up. For many businesses it was difficult to make  
a case for serialization for products with a  
low price point.2

The survey also highlighted that the IT 
infrastructure required to manage serialization 
data in the medium and long term was frequently 
underestimated.2

To function optimally, serialization requires 
sufficient internal integration of departments 
such as IT, production, quality management 
and marketing. Companies many also need 
to reconsider their storage requirements to 
cope with the enormous amounts of data it 
necessitates.

As well as requiring more information on 
opportunities, companies need answers on how 
end-to-end verification can be implemented at 
the product level with their supply chain partners. 
Sales partners need to access and verify the serial 
numbers stored in the database, while protecting 
the data from the outside world.

The choice of data carrier, data code, label printer 
technology and the camera label verification 
all have an impact on the cost and quality of 
the serialization solution. Each element has a 
bearing on the value of the investment of a given 
serialization project.
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Serialization, when done properly, brings 
a new level of transparency to the supply 
chain. But for companies keen to adopt 
this track and trace method, how do 
they achieve it?

Lessons from pharma
Non-pharmaceutical businesses can learn a lot from 
pharma about how best to implement serialization.

In the US, pharmaceutical companies must complete 
an “e-pedigree” electronic document, cataloguing 
the full history of entire batches from manufacture to 
patient prescription. This helps reduce the chances 
of a drug being misbranded, sold after expiry, 
counterfeited or contaminated. For this system to 
work, all parties in the supply chain must comply.

In Europe, pharma businesses upload each 
prescription drug serial number, located on the 
packaging as a 2D data matrix code, to a central 
database. This procedure, implemented through the 
EU Falsified Medicines Directive, individualizes each 
package, physically sealing it with a tamper evidence 
seal. When medication is dispensed to the patient, 
the pharmacist visually checks the packaging for 
damage, scans the serial number, and books out the 
medicine from the database.

Whilst the safety requirements may not need to 
be this stringent for non-pharma and non-food 
industries, by following the same core procedures, all 
industries can benefit:

• Generate and apply a unique serial number for 
each product

• Capture the unique number and store it in a 
centralized database

• Give supply chain partners the ability to validate 
the serialization at each step

• Update the product history in the e-pedigree 
system each time a transaction is completed

of pharmaceutical businesses 
agreed that serialization data 
has the potential to transform 
existing business processes.3

KPMG Survey

Solutions:  
Next steps

73%
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Conclusion 
Although serialization cannot completely protect 
business against product piracy, an integrated 
solution from a quality provider is a significant 
weapon in the fight against counterfeiting. Not 
only can it improve the visibility of your supply 
chain, it can limit the extent and the impact 
of product recalls. Through unique product 
identification, it can even be used to support new 
one-to-one customer marketing techniques.

All of this is what makes serialization the ultimate 
track and trace solution for all product-led 
industries, not just pharmaceuticals.

For more information
To learn more about Körber’s world-leading  
track and trace solutions in pharmaceuticals  
and beyond, visit:  
koerber-supplychain.com

Choosing a solution

For businesses considering serialization, it 
is important to consider the whole package, 
including the hardware and software 
requirements. Whether companies choose to 
create a complete bespoke solution from scratch, 
or to introduce key serialization solutions through 
kits, comes down to cost.

Of the businesses surveyed by Mettler Toledo 
PCE, most said that software flexibility and ease of 
use were most important, alongside the quality of 
software and printer technology.

Finding a partner

When selecting a serialization partner, previous 
experience is a top priority. Mettler Toledo PCE 
found that experience with serialization projects 
ranked highest among those surveyed, as a 
criterion when selecting a partner. Partners 
with successful projects in the pharmaceutical 
industry were also particularly prized by 
businesses.2

Another thing to consider is the range of  
software and hardware the partner has at their 
disposal. International companies also place 
value on the partner’s experience with rolling 
out projects globally, across multiple lines and 
production sites.2
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