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Welcome to our ‘Beyond the Box’ White Paper, which we are  
proud to launch at what is clearly a pivotal time in the history  
of UK packaging.

As you will see in the following pages – both through 
exclusive new research and inspiring contributions 
from some of the UK’s most pre-eminent thought 
leaders – we acknowledge that we all have a role to 
play in finding solutions to the demands of a changing 
world, as well as our obligation to safeguard precious 
resources for future generations.

In this White Paper we place corrugated cardboard –  
the UK’s sustainable packaging choice – at the heart of 
the solution as we begin to go ‘Beyond the Box’ to look 
at the contribution that our own part of the packaging 
industry can make.

We also dive deep to uncover the obstacles that we all 
face in making a contribution, big or small. For example, 
whilst it’s encouraging that packaging and making 
sustainable choices is high on the agenda for two out 
of three UK adults (pages 6-7), it’s also clear that they 
expect us all – suppliers, manufacturers, retailers and 
government – to play a role in empowering them to 
make the sustainable choices they are  
rightly demanding.

And whilst it pleases us to report that the average 
UK household now claims to send more than half its 
weekly waste for recycling, it’s concerning that a similar 
number also report that their local authority is giving 

them neither enough recycling space nor frequent 
enough collections to allow them to recycle all the 
materials they wish to (pages 8-9). Concerningly, this is 
leading to recyclable materials not only going needlessly 
to landfill, but also creating what we estimate to be an 
additional 805 million miles of car journeys to recycling 
centres each year by householders who can’t bear to 
see precious resources sent to landfill.

Meanwhile, although we are delighted to report that our 
independent research by respected pollster Censuswide 
shows that UK consumers clearly see corrugated 
cardboard as the sustainable choice, it is essential that 
we don’t rest on our laurels, so we take a look at the 
exciting new ways in which cardboard is already playing 
a bigger role.

Finally, we take a look at how we, as individuals, can all 
play a role in re-using packaging before sending it for 
recycling, at the same time as sharing some tips and 
tricks about how to cut down on packaging in the first 
place. After all, if we as makers of corrugated cardboard 
are to be taken seriously as part of the solution then we 
must be honest and open about where we can all make 
a difference.

ANDREW LARGE  
DIRECTOR GENERAL,  
CONFEDERATION OF PAPER INDUSTRIES

FOREWORD

03



The media landscape and why  
the time for action is now

UK SUPERMARKETS LAUNCH VOLUNTARY 
PLEDGE TO CUT PLASTIC PACKAGING

RETAILERS CHALLENGED TO 
ACT FASTER ON PLASTIC

ICELAND TO USE NEW ‘PLASTIC FREE’ 
MARK ON OWN BRAND PACKS

PUBLIC ‘CONCERNED ON 
ENVIRONMENT’, SAYS NEW SURVEY

CONSUMERS BACK ‘PLASTIC-FREE AISLE’ IN GROCERY STORES

TWO IN THREE BRITONS 
‘WORRIED ABOUT PACKAGING’

WHITE PAPER BEYOND THE BOX
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Packaging is like a live volcano. It can be quite quiet for a  
few years, bubbling away under the surface, with the odd 
minor eruption, and then… BOOM! All hell breaks loose. 

With the consciousness of the government, the media and  
the public awakened we are definitely in one of those  
explosive periods.  

In fact, it feels as though the landscape has changed forever, with 
radical industry pledges and pacts accompanied by the threat of 
further legislation and the promise of greater investment. 

And let’s be clear: it’s plastic packaging in particular that’s in the firing 
line. Over the past five years or so, there’s been a lot of noise around 
plastic bags, but that was clearly a warm-up act (one of those minor 
eruptions), with media attention turning to single-use coffee cups,  
soft drinks bottles, black plastic trays and most recently straws.

How has this happened? David Attenborough’s Blue Planet 2 series 
– with its images of strangulated sea turtles and seabirds feeding 
plastic to their chicks – does seem to have lit the blue touch paper 
so far as consumers are concerned. But the newspapers have been 
driving this for some time, none more so than the Daily Mail. It’s really 
got the bit between its teeth. There are no depths to which it is not 
prepared to go to find a story charting the harm: it has quite literally 
found plastic at the bottom of the very deepest trenches of our oceans, 
as well as examining the impact of plastic not just on seafood but on 
micro aquatic organisms at the top of the food chain. 

What’s more, in Michael Gove, the UK has a new Defra secretary of 
state who seems interested almost exclusively in the environment.
The challenge for the industry is that the media isn’t much interested 
in solutions or feasibility studies let alone counter arguments. It’s 
focused on the damage, the waste, of our ‘throwaway’ culture.

Nor is it much interested in the role the government has played. Or 
rather the role it hasn’t played, in sorting out the mess. It’s all very well 
talking about a circular economy but the infrastructure at a local level 
isn’t there. Yet it’s the industry that’s bearing the brunt.

Until recently the industry has therefore adopted a defensive stance. 
But that’s changing. Support for a Deposit Return Scheme was initially 
limited to a couple of forward-thinking supermarkets but now includes 
the likes of Coca-Cola and Heineken. That would have been unthinkable 
two years ago.

Iceland has gone significantly further, pledging in January to eliminate 
plastic packaging (from its own-label products) within five years, the 
world’s first major supermarket chain to do so, winning several brownie 
points in the process.

The worry is that such initiatives are driven by a PR imperative, 
resulting in a divided industry response. In response to DRS, for 
example, a rival initiative involving a multitude of soft drinks 
manufacturers is working on alternative solutions.

On the other hand, perhaps the competitive tension will result in  
better solutions.

And encouragingly WRAP announced an industry-wide pledge to 
tackle the plastics conundrum last month, with 60 retailers and 
manufacturers signed up already, with the promise of more  
to come.

The penny has dropped. Action is needed, at a national rather than 
local or company-specific level, to address this on the front foot, rather 
than foot the bill anyway, but on the defensive. 

ADAM LEYLAND 
EDITOR, THE GROCER

“     In fact, it feels as though the 
landscape has changed forever, with 
radical industry pledges and pacts...
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Delving behind the headlines – 
what people really think

WHITE PAPER BEYOND THE BOX

How worried are you about packaging  
and the types of materials that are  
used to package your favourite products?
Packaging is currently the biggest  
concern in my life 5.3%

I’m extremely worried 10.5%

I’m worried 21.9%

I’m slightly worried 26%

I’m not really worried 16%

I’m not worried about packaging at all 20.4%

How worried are you about  
packaging compared with a year ago?
I am significantly more worried 12.5%

I am more worried 25.8%

I am the same level of worried 55.7%

I am less worried 4.6%

I am significantly less worried 1.5%

 
 
 

• Two out of three consumers admit they’re worried about packaging 1

• 2.7 million Britons say it’s currently their ‘biggest concern’ 2 

1  All figures Censuswide population representative study of 2,007 UK adults, conducted between 16th-19th March 2018 unless otherwise stated 
2  5.3% of UK adults say that packaging is currently the biggest concern in their life. The UK adult population is 50,909,000. Population x those who believe packaging is their biggest concern = 2,698,177
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If you are worried about packaging, why?
I think we generate too much packaging waste 59%

I’m regularly reading and hearing much more about it in the news 39.7%

We don’t get a choice as to what packaging our favourite products come in 35.9%

David Attenborough’s Blue Planet programme shocked me into thinking more about packaging 30.9%

The plastic bag tax has made me more aware of packaging and packaging waste in general 26.9%

It’s become socially unacceptable to say you don’t care about packaging and the environment 17.1%

Peer pressure/pressure from other family members 6%

Other 1.4%

What are you doing about it?
I’m trying to buy products that clearly come in recyclable packaging 38.1%

I’m trying to buy more loose fruit and veg in the supermarket 36.4%

I now avoid using plastic bags for loose fruit and veg in the supermarket 35.2%

I’m trying to avoid all products that come in non-recyclable materials such as plastic film 27.4%

I’m buying more fruit and veg from the market/greengrocer 17.6%

I’m buying more meat from my local market/butcher 14.6%

I’m buying more fish from my local market/fishmonger 10.8%

I am not doing anything about it 9.8%

Other 2.2%



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
All campaigns should be based around insight and knowledge in 
order to understand the exact nature of the challenge ahead.

And whilst negative headlines may show the media’s appetite for 
an initial groundswell of opinion to have longevity, it is only once 
 we start delving into the opinions and knowledge of the people  
who matter most – consumers – that we truly start to get the  
fuller picture.

What our initial round of research for Beyond the Box appears to 
show, however, is that – no matter how much the agenda may 
be being set by media – there is a clear trend towards people 
becoming more concerned about packaging.

What’s more, this concern is already appearing to change the 
way that consumers are behaving – and the perceptions they  
have about who is responsible for finding more sustainable 
packaging solutions. 

 
For example, our study shows that many are already changing 
the way they shop – whether it be choosing products that have 
recyclable packaging or opting to direct more of their spend to 
outlets that they perceive to offer more environmentally friendly 
alternatives, such as local markets and more traditional outlets 
(eg: greengrocers, fishmongers).

And whilst plastic is currently the runaway pick of the bunch in 
terms of the packaging that people are most worried about, there 
is clearly no room for complacency from makers of other types of 
packaging looking to extol their own virtues.

What’s really surprising though is how consumers are either 
totally confused – or alternatively, totally clear – about whose 
responsibility it is to find acceptable solutions to the current 
packaging dilemma. For the answer they appear to be giving loud 
and clear is that it is a collective responsibility.

As a humble pollster, I wouldn’t dare proffer a suggestion about 
how the clearly numerous stakeholders – including government, 
retailers, manufacturers, packaging suppliers and, of course, 
consumers themselves – work together to find a solution.

But what I would say is that ignoring these findings – and  
those surrounding recycling in the following pages – is clearly  
not an option.

Which types of packaging are you most worried about?
Plastic 79.1%

Milk/juice cartons 18.8%

Metal, including aluminium, cans etc. 13.2%

Glass 10.9%

Paper 7.6%

Cardboard 6.3%

There are no types of packaging that I am worried most about 4.7%

Other 0.4%

Which bodies or groups do you think should be primarily responsible for  
improving the UK’s record on packaging?
Food and drink manufacturers 41.4%

Government 41.3%

Packaging suppliers 38.5%

Traditional retailers, including supermarkets 29.4%

Consumers 18.4%

Online retailers 12.8%

Nobody 12%

Local authorities 11.2%

Schools, colleges, universities etc. 4.8%

Other 0.9%
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With a recycling rate of over 80%, corrugated cardboard has the best UK recycling record of any packaging  
material. This rate saves an area the size of Greater London from landfill every four months 3. 

Paper fibres – which are used to create corrugated cardboard - are typically recycled up to 25 times and recovered paper  
accounts for more than 75% of the raw material used to make paper in the UK.

The recycled paper fibres within corrugated cardboard might:

- Appear on your doorstep, making sure your Amazon delivery reaches you safely

- Keep your fruit and veg protected during transit on the way to your local supermarket

- Box up your multipack of beer, cider or wine, ready for this weekend’s party

As you will see from the exclusive new research below commissioned by Beyond the Box 4, corrugated cardboard has a great  
story to tell, and is clearly striking a chord with consumers regarding its recyclable credentials.

Yet, despite this great record, and even though UK consumers are clearly embracing the trend for recycling, it is clear that  
more could be done to enhance understanding and to improve recycling rates of all types of packaging further.

The Recycling Conundrum

WHITE PAPER BEYOND THE BOX

3  All figures CPI/FEFCO unless otherwise stated 
4  Censuswide population representative study of 2,008 UK adults, conducted between 14th-16th May 2018

To the best of your knowledge, which materials are you able to recycle  
through kerb side collections from your home?
Cardboard 83.2%

Paper 83.1%

Plastic 77.7%

Glass 68.4%

Garden waste 63.4%

Metal including aluminium, cans etc. 60.2%

Food waste 54.4%

Large domestic appliances (via prior arrangement) 29%

Wood 22.6%

Tetra Pak 20.4%

Small domestic appliances 16.3%

Not sure 2.8%

None  2.7%

Other  0.9%
 
*whilst recycling rates for corrugated cardboard are in line with consumer perceptions, actual recycling rates  
for some materials, including plastic, are not as high as this new research would suggest – largely due to some 
types of packaging still not being recyclable. All corrugated cardboard is 100% recyclable.
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I take them to the 
nearest recycling 

centre

I throw my 
excess recyclable 
materials in my 

domestic rubbish

I put my excess 
recyclable materials 

 in a neighbour’s 
recycling bins with 
 their permission

Other I put my excess 
recyclable materials 

in a neighbour’s 
recycling bins 
without their 
permission

If not, what do you do with recyclable materials that are unable to be left out  
for kerb side collections?

Does your local authority give you enough/big enough bins and enough collections 
to allow you to leave out all your recyclable materials for kerb side collections?

YES = 53.2%

39.2% 36.5%
19.7%

8.9% 8.5%

NO = 46.8%

How often does your local authority provide kerb side collections for recycling  
(as opposed to refuse collection)?
More than once a week 0.3%

Once a week 32%

Once every two weeks 56.6%

Once every three weeks 2%

Once a month 1.3%

Less than once a month 0.2%

Never 2.1%

Don’t know 5.4%

On average what percentage of your household waste do you put out for kerb  
side recycling?
Less than 10% 5.3%

10-25% 11.5%

26-50% 26.7%

51-75% 26.7%

76%-99% 20.3%

100% 9.4%

*average is 56.45%
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   28%

   20.9%

   18.9%

   13.2%

   6.2%

   5.2%

   4%

   2.2%

?

   1.3%

WHITE PAPER BEYOND THE BOX

On average how many trips do you make to your nearest recycling centre each year?
0

1-2

3-4

5-6

7-8

9-10

11-12

13-14

15+

*average number of trips is 4 – equivalent to 805 million miles each year6 

How far is your nearest recycling centre?
Less than a mile 8.2%

1-2 miles 25.1%

3-4 miles 24%

5-6 miles 13.6%

7-8 miles 5.2%

9-10 miles 3.6%

11-12 miles 1.1%

13-14 miles 0.8%

15 or more miles, please specify in miles 0.3%

Don’t know 17.9%

 
*average is 3.7 miles 
*A 7.4 mile return journey to a recycling centre creates 1,403 grammes CO25 - equivalent to making 70 cups of tea

Which of the following statements most accurately describe your attitude to recycling?
It makes me feel like I am doing my bit for the environment 34.6%

It’s a necessary but essential chore 21.2%

I am sceptical about how much of my recycling actually gets recycled 17.1%

I absolutely love it, the opportunity to recycle has changed the way that I dispose of my waste 14.9%

I get annoyed and confused by all the different recycling bins 4.2%

None of the above 4.1%

I don’t believe any of my recycling gets recycled, it’s just another way for me to dispose of my rubbish 3.9%

5  Based on European Commission data stating average CO2 emissions for new cars in 2017 was 118.5g CO2/KM 
6  Calculated by multiplying the average household’s number of trips to the nearest recycling centre (4) by the average distance of a return journey (7.4) by the number of UK households (27.2 million – ONS 2017)
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As well as being 100% recyclable, corrugated cardboard is:

Renewable – The paper used to make corrugated cardboard is typically 
certified by FSC (Forest Stewardship Council) or PEFC (the Programme for 
the Endorsement of Forest Certification) – organisations which promote 
responsible and sustainable management of the world’s forests

Re-usable – Corrugated cardboard is widely re-used, especially in the 
home. Whether you’re packing up and moving house (and preventing 
furniture from scuffing your brand-new floors), keeping the kids 
entertained with a life size fort, or providing a comfy bed for a family pet

And… 

Useful:

- Corrugated cardboard can help to reduce food waste as it helps fresh  
 produce last three days longer (versus plastic trays), meaning less fresh  
 produce is thrown away

- As well as being strong and protective, cardboard is also incredibly   
 versatile and has many uses. It can be used for carrying and packaging  
 many products – from the products we buy both in shops and online, to  
 storing fresh fruit and vegetables on our supermarket shelves

- Almost all manufactured or farmed items have been packaged in a   
 corrugated container at some point during their lifetime

Corrugated cardboard – the UK’s 
sustainable packaging choice

WHITE PAPER BEYOND THE BOX
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The scourge of plastic pollution has been hitting the news 
headlines over recent months, following the attention given 
to the issue in David Attenborough’s breathtaking Blue 
Planet 2 series. Images of albatross parents unwittingly 
feeding their chicks plastic or a pilot whale carrying a dead 
calf for days, whom it turns out died from toxins caused by 
microscopic plastic particles, brought home the impacts of 
non-biodegradable, fossil fuel based plastic  
packaging materials. 

Businesses and governments are now finally waking up to the fact that 
many plastics have significant environmental and health impacts. In 
the last month, the UK Plastics Pact, consisting of over 40 businesses, 
including every supermarket and the likes of Coca-Cola and Britvic, 
have pledged to eliminate unnecessary single use plastic and ensure 
all plastic is reusable, recyclable or compostable. In addition, Michael 
Gove, Environment secretary, has committed to banning plastic straws 
and cotton buds. Whilst all this momentum to ban single use plastic is 
good news, what are the alternative sustainable packaging solutions 
to plastics?

I believe those materials which allow us to move towards a closed 
loop, circular economy – which use bio-based materials, keep scarce 
resources in use for as long as possible and are then reused, recycled 
or allow materials to be composted at the end of their life cycle – are 
those which will ultimately have to be prioritised. Estimates published 
by the World Economic Forum suggest that $1 trillion could be saved 
by organisations adopting circular business models, while continued 
uptake could create more than 200,000 jobs in the UK, according to 
WRAP. The packaging industry has a vital and leading role in ensuring 
we transition to a circular economy. This starts with companies 
exploring an approach to waste reduction in packaging with the goal 
of reducing waste at the source, as a first step. If less material is used 
in the product creation, there is less to dispose of later and less costs 
as a result. The next step is ensuring packaging companies support the 
goal of 100% recyclable or compostable materials. 

Corrugated cardboard and other paper-based packaging materials, 
where recycling and composting infrastructure exist and citizens are 
encouraged and incentivised to recycle and compost, are some of 
the most sustainable packaging materials around today. One of the 
benefits of cardboard is that it is made from renewable sources – trees 
such as pine and birch, which can be sustainably harvested from 
forests, which if properly managed (consumers should look out for 
the Forestry Stewardship Council (FSC) mark), can have wide ranging 
biodiversity and ecological benefits. Cardboard-based products, 
particularly those used without bleaches or dyes, are also some of 
the most recyclable products in the world. On average, in the UK 
corrugated boxes contain 76% re-used fibre, reducing energy use in 
producing new materials. The other great advantage of paper and 
cardboard-based material is that they are biodegradable – which 
means they can be composted at home or within larger community or 
local authority based composting schemes.  

As with many of the sustainability challenges of the day, companies 
need to work with governments, the academic community and 
civil society organisations to encourage the uptake of sustainable 
packaging solutions, such as corrugated cardboard. The right 
infrastructure and incentives have to be in place, at the right price, if 
we as citizens are to change our own behaviours.  

Corrugated cardboard packaging is nothing new - in fact, it has been 
around for nearly 150 years. But as attention is increasingly focussed on 
the packaging industry to come up with alternative, more sustainable, 
solutions to fossil fuel-based plastics, the future of cardboard and 
paper-based products over the next 150 years looks bright.

...the future of cardboard and 
paper-based products over the 
next 150 years looks bright.

“

MARK DRISCOLL 
FOUNDER & DIRECTOR,  
TASTING THE FUTURE
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With the UK government vowing to eliminate the UK’s 
avoidable plastic waste by 2042, and global companies 
stating that they will work towards using 100% reusable, 
recyclable or compostable packaging by 2025, the race is on 
to find sustainable solutions acceptable to all stakeholders. 

Sustainability and Convenience
What is clear is that we will be seeing a greater use of recyclable and 
biodegradable materials, lighter packaging and a clear commitment 
to eco-design, recycling and reuse within the framework of the circular 
economy. But at the same time, packaging continues to adapt to the 
concept of convenience, delivering products that are ready to use at 
any time. In this sense, new packaging will need to interact with the 
product it contains, improving its properties, prolonging its useful life 
and providing information on the product to the user.

Current examples of consumer brands actioning eco-friendly packaging 
initiatives include McDonald’s pledging to use sustainable sources 
for all its packaging worldwide and to recycle 100% of its customers 
packaging by 2025, whilst Brewdog has replaced non-recyclable 
plastic can holders with cardboard boxes. Morrisons is already trialling 
‘plastic-free’ fruit and vegetable aisles and ‘bring your own container to 
the meat and fish counter’, and Dutch organic supermarket Ekoplaza is 
going entirely plastic-free.

Meanwhile, a recent Populus survey of 2,000 British adults found that 
nine out of 10 people want supermarkets to introduce a ‘plastic free 
aisle’ (with plastic clearly being cast as the villain), whilst cardboard 
and paper options are increasingly being seen as the positive, 
sustainable choice. 
 

Ecommerce and Experience
Another key area hugely impacting packaging trends is ecommerce. 
In an omnichannel environment, when traditional notions of shopping 
channels have become blurred, packaging clearly has to work in both 
physical ‘bricks & mortar’ stores along with being viewed and ordered 
purely online. That is where brand identity has to have maximum 
impact, particularly for new consumers, or for brands operating a 
‘direct to consumer’ model, or indeed purchased via voice-commerce 
apps and then delivered to us. This vital ‘touch-point’ issue means that 
packaging has become ever-more important as a means of engaging 
with consumers and communicating branded messages with them 
and those around them regarding ‘sharable experiences’.

With reference to the ‘experience’, we have seen the humble  
cardboard box receiving an extreme makeover recently. The ‘wow 
factor’ of the box opening moment is fast becoming the new brand 
touch point; Selfridges’ online packaging is recognised for its dramatic 
hallmark yellow ‘reveal’ on the inside of the box, enabling its online 
consumers to connect with its brand identity and an instant feel good 
moment. We could go as far as to say that this is the new shopping 
bag! We also see the explosion of subscription boxes such as Birchbox, 
Graze, Not Another Bill and Cause Box, offering both beautiful designs 
and increasingly a ‘doing good’ philanthropic message. These new 
‘must have’ pieces of packaging, spotted on a neighbour’s doorstep 
or colleague’s desk, command attention, are often repurposed into 
keepsakes and are highly ‘instagrammable’.

The growth of convenience solutions for busy consumers has also 
seen a huge rise in meal kits, gourmet ready-meal and grocery box 
subscription services as a specific area where brands are championing 
cardboard packaging as a sustainable and attractive packaging 
solution. The cardboard box has a halo effect, signifying sustainability 
and therefore ‘better for you and the planet’. The entrepreneurial 
subscription sector prides itself on its quality ingredients, no waste 
and time saving offer - a great value proposition for cardboard 
packaging to be associated with. A new player to this market is 
‘Allplants’ who shout about its zero-waste mission, offering frozen 
plant-based meals packaged in beautifully designed fully recyclable 
paper board packaging. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The future of packaging

WHITE PAPER BEYOND THE BOX

SEAN  
PILLOT DE CHENECEY  
TRENDS ANALYST,  
BRAND POSITIVE
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Flexibility
The practicality of easily-returnable, re-sealable packaging is also a 
fundamental issue, and one in which the adaptability and flexibility 
of ‘roundtrip-designed’ cardboard means that consumers who find 
it simple to return items are far more likely to reorder replacements 
from the same brand. Zara have gone one step further, encouraging 
customers to engage in closed loop recycling by highlighting on pack 
that its boxes have made multi trips – ‘our boxes are made from  
boxes with a past’.

Corrugated cardboard is the world’s most widely recycled packaging 
material and the UK’s most sustainable packaging choice; being 
renewable, recyclable, re-usable, and biodegradable. It will be an 
essential material as we move towards a regenerative, circular 
economy, as outlined in the UK Government’s 25 Year Environment Plan, 
whilst the Two Sides paper forum has itself stated that “consumers 
can also be confident knowing that European forests, which provide 
much of the virgin fibre used for cardboard packaging, have grown by 
an area the size of Switzerland in just 10 years – that’s equivalent to 
over 1,500 football pitches every day!”

It’s also ‘consumer friendly’ in practical day to day terms relating 
to convenient storage, ease of use, safety and ease of recycling. 
The protective and preserving qualities of environmentally-friendly 
cardboard packaging can help to drastically reduce food waste via  
its superior abilities to keep food fresher. 

 
Personalised yet functional
Cardboard packaging is also a great vehicle for customisation whether 
that be through graphic or photographic short run digital printing, 
laser cutting or its ‘cut to order’ capabilities etc. This idea of being 
‘functional and aesthetically pleasing’ is vital when aiming to appeal to 
the young ‘informed consumer’ who desires both individuality (through 
personalised digital printing technology and limited-edition offerings) 
alongside wanting brands that communicate provenance or ‘good for 
the planet’ values and aspirations. 

Scent is a sensory experience not traditionally associated with 
packaging. Special inks can now deliver, for instance, the scent of 
‘freshly cut-grass’, as the consumer opens their shoe box, reflecting a 
brand’s outdoor messaging. Alternatively, gender-neutral minimalist 
packaging reflecting a gender-fluid young generation is another 
exciting area to watch.

 
Smart and Connected
Meanwhile, the development of blockchain technology means that 
physical products can now have ‘digital passports’ which underline 
their authentic credentials and full production and delivery histories, 
things in which consumers who make ‘intentional buying choices’ are 
evermore interested.  
 

Smart packaging is an area entirely relevant to cardboard packaging, 
offering additional embedded security features that will facilitate 
traceability, anti-counterfeiting and offer both brand and consumer 
the possibility to ascertain a product’s authenticity and origin. Added 
layers of technology such as QR codes, VR and AI will allow brands to 
create a greater level of engagement with consumers; linking to brand 
story, product origin, tutorials etc. Branded content can be updated in 
real time, enabling brands to gather data from consumers, delivering 
special offers in return for their information. This being another area 
where the ‘packaging of the future’ will facilitate new marketing 
revenue streams.

Elsewhere, reactive inks can inform the consumer if there has been 
a break in the ‘cold-chain’ which can indicate problems for products 
that require a steady temperature from the production-line to the hand 
of the consumer. Scientists are also creating colour changing smart 
labels to detect when food has gone off, with these types of indicators 
also enabling the combating of significant food wastage. 

 
Conclusion
We are clearly moving towards a near-future in which a circular 
economy is shifting from being a niche issue to one that is centre-
stage. This means the absolute minimalising of raw materials, the 
reduction of waste and a huge increase in either the reuse or the 
recycling of them back into that circular, sustainable system. The most 
immediate implications range from the way in which the overall issues 
around packaging are taught on a global basis, how materials are 
sourced and manufactured, and the delivering of powerful initiatives 
from brands/retailers relating to repurposing or recycling.

A paradigm shift in consumer behaviour is clearly beginning to match 
their attitudes towards sustainability, with the growing rejection of 
single-use plastic and ‘over-packaging’ being core concerns. We will 
see brands that do not show leadership in the area of sustainability, or 
are perceived as ignoring it, being punished by consumers who, when 
faced with a viable alternative, will increasingly choose the ‘better for 
the planet’ option. 

The core issues to watch, therefore, are trust, transparency and 
empathy. It is now socially unacceptable not to care about the 
environment, so consumer-centric packaging that reflects customer 
environmental concerns is the way forward. And that is where 
cardboard, very clearly, has an immensely relevant role to play.  The 
packaging industry must utlilise evermore impactful, engaging and 
motivating communications, telling the incredibly dynamic benefits 
that developments in cardboard packaging offer society.

The end result will be a stronger emotional consumer connection with 
‘betterness’ at its core. A result that is all about ‘good business’ which 
is ‘better for me, better for us, and better for the planet’.
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Rachelle Strauss from Zero Waste Week has a host of 
useful tips on how to cut down on packaging & waste –  
and shares some insights into her own journey.

 
Everything we do is driven by motivation of one kind or another. So 
think about your motivation for reducing waste and bring it to mind 
whenever you buy something.

Perhaps your motivation is to save money, preserve resources, protect 
the environment or be part of the solution for future generations. It 
could even be for spiritual or religious reasons.

And when you go to throw something away, remember there is no such 
place as ‘away’. ‘Away’ is a landfill site, an incinerator, the bottom of 
the ocean or that bit of litter you see on your way home.

Recycling, on the other hand, is about re-using precious resources so 
there is no need for ‘away’ at all.

But whether it’s changing the products you buy, how you buy  
them – or recycling more – here are some useful tips and tricks for  
you to make a difference:

- Take a bin audit. Delve in and make a note of everything you  
 throw away. Pick out items that you can divert for recycling –  
 and for those that you can’t, see if you can find a more   
 sustainable alternative.  
 
 
 

- Remember how powerful you are. Every time you buy something   
 you vote with your money. Are you saying ‘yes’ to a potential   
 contaminant or to a more sustainable choice?

- Make it easier to recycle than throw things ‘away’. Replace  
 regular rubbish bins in your kitchen or office with  
 recycling containers.

- Separate your wants from your needs. According to The Story of  
 Stuff only one percent of the items we buy are still in use six 
 months later. Consider whether the item you think you need 
 today will be useful in six months’ time. 

- Before getting to the checkout, ask yourself ‘What am I going to  
 do with this packaging when I’ve finished with it?’ In other   
 words, prevent the problem at source, don’t come home with it.

- Think about how you might be able to re-use some of your   
 packaging. For example, could that corrugated cardboard box 
 that your Amazon delivery of bio-friendly detergent come in, be  
 used for something else? Or simply recycle it. 
 
Like millions of people throughout the UK, I do my weekly shop on a 
Friday afternoon before grabbing a takeaway.

But I learned some time ago that it’s easy to make a difference – even 
to this totally normal and un-extraordinary routine.

For example, the pen I write my shopping list with is a refillable 
fountain pen. The paper I write on is re-used scrap – maybe the back 
of a letter.

I take my own container to the butchers and deli. I buy loose fruit and 
vegetables. The baker gives me fresh bread sans packaging and the 
takeaway guy knows my quirks; “No polystyrene and no plastic bag!” 
Amrit beams, as he takes my box and fills it with curry.

As a child, my parents took cardboard boxes to the supermarket to 
pack goods in and I spent many a happy moment finding old Corona 
bottles shoved in hedges that I took to the shop for a 10p return. After 
all, one person’s fly tipping is another girl’s sweet fund!

Our Grandparents had the ‘waste not, want not’ attitude, they dug for 
victory and knew how to Make Do and Mend. Their values made sense.

Cutting down on  
packaging and waste

WHITE PAPER BEYOND THE BOX

RACHELLE STRAUSS 
FOUNDER, 
ZERO WASTE WEEK
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Unlike our current recycling policies. 

While it’s commendable to create voluntary schemes, we need leaders 
who act now, rather than talk about future plans. Too much more of 
that and we may well end up with Ellen MacArthur’s prediction of more 
plastics in the oceans than fish by 2050.

Local authority recycling services differ vastly across the country and,  
to put it frankly, we’re in a mess.

We need to improve waste collections and educate business owners, 
manufacturers and householders. This has the potential to create new 
jobs, save money, and, most importantly, resolve confusion, which 
should lead to greater engagement, higher yields and a better  
quality recyclate.

We need campaigns like Zero Waste Week and Beyond the Box – on the 
ground, online and in the media; waste and sustainability need to be top 
of the agenda.

We need caring about resources to be cool, sexy and trendy. A couple of 
celebs leading the way and, boom, Zero Waste is mainstream overnight. 

We need the ability for consumers to leave their packaging in 
supermarkets for recycling after they have paid for their goods. And 
investments in bulk stores and refill stations. 

Instead of on the spot fines, how about on the spot rewards for 
householders doing their recycling properly?

There’s so much we can do to bring about mass behaviour change and 
we’re only limited by our imagination and political will.

Finally, we must lose the ‘out of sight, out of mind’ mentality (how  
about clear plastic bags, instead of black bags for rubbish?) and start 
taking responsibility for our choices. Each and every one of us has a  
duty of care – householders, manufacturers, retailers, local authorities 
and government. 

Nobody can do everything. Everybody can do 
something. Together we can do anything.
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WHITE PAPER BEYOND THE BOX

Nobody can do everything.  
Everybody can do something.  
Together we can do anything.
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