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INTRODUCTION-
SUSTAINABILITY: 
A GLOBAL GOAL 
 

It’s time to get serious about sustainability. 
A moment has morphed into a movement. 
Where once platitudes and strategic pledges 
su�ced, there’s now an urgent and pressing 
necessity for change. The articulation of 
intent is no longer enough. We need action. 
Not only to avoid accusations of apathy 
or greenwashing, but to unlock trillions of 
pounds worth of commercial opportunities 
and create a positive human future. 

Plastic, once viewed as a wonder 
material, has become a source of public 
outrage. And yet this is the material that 
protects medicines and instruments from 
contamination, helps supermarkets and 
consumers keep food fresher for longer 
and reduce wastage, and cuts the weights 
of shipments to bring down transport 
emissions. It makes products stronger, 
more durable and more usable. And with its 
medical usability – for syringes, catheters 
and artificial valves, for instance – it has 
extended, improved and saved the lives of 
millions. So, where did it all go wrong? 

In 2017, world plastic production reached 350 
million tonnes per annum. It’s estimated that 
just nine per cent of all plastic ever made 

has been recycled. Inadequate recycling 
systems, consumer confusion and corporate 
misunderstanding have led to a situation 
where even recyclable plastic packaging often 
ends up in landfill sites or the ocean. 

Set against a backdrop of international 
pressure, increased legislation and the 
demands of a changing consumer market, 
those operating in consumer packaged 
goods (CPG) and retail must now meet 
entirely new expectations. It’s a challenge 
worth rising to. Business survival alone 
is reward enough – and then there’s the 
promise of increased profitability and most 
importantly overall benefits to the world. 
Consumers and employees are pushing for 
sustainability. Investors see sustainability as 
an indicator of long-term financial viability. 
And businesses that achieve sustainability 
advances are growing faster – selling more, 
entering new markets and reducing costs. 

CPG and retail firms are uniquely placed 
to drive ambitious initiatives. They have 
unprecedented influence over customer 
behaviour, with the power to influence 
opinion through marketing campaigns and 
new product development. 
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Working together, PA Consulting and 
D/SRUPTION led a pioneering research 
project to discover how CPG companies and 
retailers are delivering sustainable plastics 
and packaging solutions. Based on empirical 
insights from change leaders in world-leading 
organisations, our report identifies the main 
drivers of sustainable innovation and the risks 
and rewards associated with sustainability 
initiatives – and provides three strategies 
for sustainable plastics and packaging: less 
plastic, better plastic or no plastic. 

Less plastic means looking toward 
packaging solutions and innovations that 
minimise the amount of plastic used without 
compromising on functionality or, in some 
cases, branding. Better plastic relies on a 
wider, integrated circular economy approach 
across your supply chain, which allows the 
plastic you use to be recycled or reused. And 
the no plastic strategy entails the avoidance 
and elimination of plastic, primarily 
through a switch to alternatives that are 
biodegradable or compostable. 

Our report outlines the considerations 
associated with each approach. For 
example, leaders considering a ‘less plastic’ 
strategy will need to think about whether 
more durable or thinner plastic could meet 
their product requirements, or whether 
refillables could be a strategic option. Those 
moving to a ‘better plastic’ strategy will 
need to think beyond existing product life 
cycles to the end-of-life of biodegradable 
products - labelling them in a way that 
makes their intended destination clear to 
consumers and recycling plants. And those 
looking to deliver a ‘no plastic’ strategy 
will want to conduct a thorough life cycle 
analysis of any plastic substitutes to avoid 
any nasty surprises.

Your organisation’s size, capacity, audience, 
product and industry will guide the path 
that’s right for you. As will a delicate balance 
of ambition and realism.

While each approach will require di�erent 
actions, we’ve identified a set of common 
factors that can set organisations on the 
right path: 

-   build the case for profitable purpose: 
customers, shareholders, investors and 
legislators are all looking to businesses to 
become more sustainable. Responding 
ahead of time will position you as a 
leader, uncover new market opportunities, 
recapture worth and provide a reason to 
overhaul legacy technologies, supply chains 
and processes
 
-   balance ambition with attainment to 
engage and inspire: while audacious goals 
inspire customers and employees, and 
galvanize action, key stakeholders will also 
want to see signs of realistic, incremental 
improvements – not just grand statements 
of intent. Balancing the two will create a 
sense of momentum towards the ambition

-   look beyond your walls and embrace the 
disruptors: numerous start-ups are showing 
what can be achieved with the right mindset 
and approach to innovation. In response, 
incumbents need to not just think like a 
disruptor, but reach out to them to help 
solve the plastics problem in a systemic, 
cooperative way.
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SUSTAINABILITY 
TAKES CENTRE STAGE 
 

The sustainability agenda for plastics and 
packaging has been largely motivated by 
three main categories: consumers, legislation 
and technology. 

CHANGING CONSUMER ATTITUDES
Fuelled by mass media, more publicity has 
led to deeper sentiments, which in turn has 
encouraged greater consumer awareness. 
With business leaders keen to seize the 
opportunities presented by a new era of 
empowered consumers, customer sentiment 
sits at the top of corporate considerations. 
However, while consumers might favour 
sustainable packaging and recyclable, 
reusable materials, there’s debate over how 
far they’ll use their purchasing power and 
behaviour to force change. 

Whether or not a customer buys a product 
depends on cost and convenience. While 
some customers will pay a premium 
for sustainable, recyclable and recycled 
packaging, these decisions are grounded in 
what is deemed to be worth the extra cost 
and what is a�ordable. As a general rule, 
consumers will buy the highest quality at 
the lowest cost at the greatest convenience. 
They might express a willingness to purchase 

items with sustainable packaging (or no 
packaging at all), but many of these options 
currently remain harder to find and more 
expensive to buy.

Martyn White, Senior Sustainability Manager 
at John Lewis, says customer purchasing 
behaviour remains consistent despite 
demonstrating greater concern about 
sustainability credentials in product reviews 
and direct feedback. “What consumers do 
and say are often quite di�erent. I think 
consumers expect businesses to just take 
care of this sort of thing for them, and to 
make it easy for them.”

/  9

What consumers do and say are often quite 
di�erent. I think consumers expect businesses 
to just take care of this sort of thing for them, 
and to make it easy for them.

Martyn White,
Senior Sustainability Manager,
John Lewis
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Consumers have huge power when it comes 
to encouraging sustainable packaging and 
plastics. This goes beyond the decisions 
they make when buying certain products 
or services. The way consumers behave 
once they’ve made a purchase is equally 
important. If customers are not aware, 
able, or willing to recycle and reuse, this 
will damage recyclable and reusable 
strategies. This is why public commitments 
and pledges are so important. Customers 
need to know they’re buying a sustainable 
packaging alternative and what to do with it. 

“Probably our top priority has become 
plastic waste as it relates to packaging and 
to some of our products,” states Ann Tracy, 
Head of Sustainability at Colgate-Palmolive. 
“One of the main lessons is that no one 
company can do this alone.” 

The sentiment of the investment community 
is another factor in spurring sustainable 
initiatives. Environmental, social and 
governance (ESG) investing has altered 
funding decisions to the extent that some 
investment firms now follow a policy of 
‘shareholder disengagement’. In other words, 
they won’t associate with companies who fail 
to meet certain ESG expectations. This shift 
is particularly challenging for companies with 
the acrimonious label of ‘sin stocks’.

Motivation for sustainable plastics and 
packaging also comes from internal 
stakeholders. It’s wise for businesses to 
embark on internal education campaigns 
to explain what sustainability means for the 
company as a whole. By connecting the 
dots between people and the purpose of 
sustainability, and taking a people-centred 
approach to their workforce strategy, 
organisations can better engage employees 
and improve attraction and retention rates.  

EVOLVING LEGISLATION
Regulations – and the repercussions if 
they’re not met – will provide critical 
reinforcement. In 2018, the European 
Parliament voted to ban single-use plastics 
in EU member states by 2021. The decision 
signalled legislative e�orts to address the 
25 million tonnes of plastic waste generated 
each year in Europe alone. Some states 
in the US are also taking action. California 
is drafting legislation that would enforce 
minimum requirements for recycled 
materials in production and require that all 
single-use plastic products and packaging 
products in California be recyclable or 
compostable by January 2030. 

The UN’s Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) are inspiring environmentally-
friendly action across 17 areas. While they’re 
not yet enforced, their agenda is now 
evident in the laws of multiple countries. 
In July 2017, the Chinese government’s 
decision to ban plastic waste imports forced 
many countries to take responsibility for 
their own plastic disposal. Countries like 
Vietnam and Malaysia became the next 
dumping ground, before also beginning 
to push back against plastic imports – and 
other countries are following suit. There 
are now 10 African countries with a plastic 
bag ban of some kind. Similarly, India has 
declared a ban on all single-use plastics 

by 2022. The adoption of anti-plastic 
sentiment in developing countries has made 
it increasingly di�cult for developed nations 
to sweep their domestic plastic problems 
under the rug and reinforced the importance 
of finding homegrown solutions.

Another vital piece of early legislation was 
the Basel Convention. The international 
treaty, active since 1992, limits the 
movement of hazardous waste across 
European borders. The convention’s 
definition of ‘hazardous waste’ includes 
plastics and non-recyclable materials  
– yet another blocker to shirking corporate 
waste responsibility. 

These initiatives represent an attempt to 
encourage extended producer responsibility 
(EPR). EPR regulations ensure companies 
seek to understand and improve their 
supply chains to actively reduce their 
negative impact. There is also, of course, a 
monetary incentive for governing bodies. 
Currently, governments and taxpayers 
pay for approximately 90 per cent of the 
disposal of all packaging in the UK. The rest 
is picked up by businesses themselves. By 
pressuring the industry to take responsibility 
for its own packaging and waste through 
taxes and fines, governments can generate 
significant revenues to pump back into 
end-of-life infrastructure. And in April 2022, 
the UK Government will introduce a world-
leading tax on produced or imported plastic 
packaging that doesn’t include at least 30 
per cent recycled material. While the tax 
rate is still under discussion, it’s proposed 
it will be charged at a flat rate per tonne. 

This means each company will be charged 
relative to its output and size.
Businesses should not view themselves 
merely as slaves to legislation. In fact, with 
their industry acumen, access to data and 
empirical knowledge, many are ideally 
placed to contribute to legislative trends. At 
John Lewis, working with the government 
to shape new laws is an essential part of 
preparing for legal change.

“We’re helping the government, particularly 
the Department for Environment, Food, and 
Rural A�airs (DEFRA), by feeding back on 
proposals,” says White. “We’re always part 
of those conversations, so when legislation 
comes in it’s never a shock to us. As part of 
the British Retail Consortium, we consult on 
what the likely scenarios might be. We’re 
looking to take it beyond legislation and 
have a wider impact.”

Probably our top priority has become plastic 
waste as it relates to packaging and to some 
of our products. One of the main lessons is 
that no one company can do this alone. 

Ann Tracy, 
Head of Sustainability,
Colgate-Palmolive

We’re helping the government, particularly the 
Department for Environment, Food, and Rural 
A�airs (DEFRA), by feeding back on proposals.
We’re always part of those conversations, so 
when legislation comes in it’s never a shock to 
us. As part of the British Retail Consortium, we 
consult on what the likely scenarios might be. 
We’re looking to take it beyond legislation and 
have a wider impact.

Martyn White,
Senior Sustainability Manager,
John Lewis
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Even if businesses are not working 
directly with legislators, being aware of 
what laws are likely to come into play is 
essential to compliance. This necessitates 
a global outlook that watches legislative 
developments in other jurisdictions and 
countries, and prepares for similar regulations. 

This ‘legislation scanning’ function has 
become especially important for large 
businesses that need as much warning 
as possible to ensure all branches and 
departments are compliant. There’s 
an equal impact on smaller companies 
with flatter management structures. Not 
only will organisations face lawsuits and 
potential penalties if they ignore or fail to 
preempt legislative trends, but they also risk 
damaging their public image.

TECHNOLOGY AND INNOVATION

The third driver is technology.  
Organisations must think carefully about 
which technology they want to pursue 
and why. Changing the properties of one 
material, for example, could have adverse 
e�ects on the overall product. Or, adopting 
bio-based materials would be in vain if 
customers and recycling plants are unaware 
of how to e�ectively recycle them, meaning 
they end up in landfill. 

A host of technologies are available for 
organisations looking to improve supply 
chain management (SCM), whether 
they’re looking at traditional ‘up the chain’ 
improvements or at the demand side, the 
consumption-chain or end-to-end value 
chain analysis. The di�culty lies in deciding 
which technology is the best solution for 
you. We’ve seen the Internet of Things, 
Robotic Process Automation, robotics, 
digital twins, GPS tracking, blockchain and 
emerging chemical recycling technology all 
make major strides in previous years. Each 
technology comes with its advantages and 
pitfalls, depending on where and how they 
are deployed. But all endeavour to improve 
operational e�ciency. 

Companies need to track products and 
services to make sure they’re manufactured 
and delivered optimally, saving on cost, 
reducing time to market and retaining 
quality. This is especially important when 
viewed through a sustainability lens, because 
each stage of the process is subject to the 
same sustainable and ethical requirements. 
Investing in better supply chain visibility is 
the only way to glean a holistic view of a 
product’s life cycle. This, in turn, provides 
the information needed to identify areas 
that might fall short of the company’s goals. 
It would be contradictory, for example, to 
buy a recyclable packaging material from a 
sustainable supplier but then ultimately fail 
to recapture that material. SCM delivers these 
metrics as cold, hard facts.

“Take packaging as an example,” says 
PA’s Wil Schoenmakers, Global Head of 
Consumer Products and Retail.  “We’re 
working on packaging solutions that have 
the performance characteristics of plastic 
but deliver a saving of 20 to 30 per cent 
compared to conventional plastic. You 
would need to put a new infrastructure in 
place but you can get a packaged format 
that’s not too di�erent to plastic without 
an eye watering investment. And, as we 
reimagine manufacturing platforms, what if 
we can build in other things, like flexibility, 
personalisation and ecommerce, that those 
new production lines could address. If you’re 
going to invest, make sure the investment 
hits on as many lenses as possible – not  
just sustainability.” 

And where once you might have improved 
e�ciency from cradle to grave, today’s 
circular economy means former waste now 
moves from cradle to cradle as it re-enters 
the supply chain. If standard plastics can 
be appropriately recycled, recaptured 
and reused, their value will soar. Tracking 
plastic through an extended, circular supply 
chain is the next big challenge for waste 
management and recycling companies – as 
well as CPGs and retailers themselves, who 
recognise that waste material is a  
valuable resource. 

Customers, legislators, investors, 
stakeholders and shareholders are 
all driving the sustainability agenda, 
making it impossible for CPG and retail 
businesses to ignore. As laws, funding and 
the consumer market come together to 
demand sustainable product and packaging 
alternatives, companies have to make a 
choice: change now, or follow later.

As we reimagine manufacturing platforms, 
what if we can build in other things, like 
flexibility, personalisation and ecommerce, 
that those new production lines could 
address. If you’re going to invest, make sure 
the investment hits on as many lenses as 
possible – not just sustainability. 

Wil Schoenmakers,
Global Head of Consumer Products and Retail,
PA Consulting 
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There can be no denying the complexity of 
the challenges that face CPGs and retailers. 
But with risk comes reward. 

Embracing sustainability will meet growing 
consumer demand by placing changing 
preferences at the heart of business 
development. It goes without saying that 
pleasing consumers will ultimately boost the 
bottom line.

Investors too are now demanding evidence 
of sustainability initiatives before backing 
businesses. There’s plenty of evidence that 
organisations with strong green credentials 
o�er the best returns in the long term.

Proactively acting on the plastics and 
packaging will also keep companies 
one step ahead of legislation. As voters 
grow increasingly concerned about the 
environment, more laws and regulations 
will try to answer those issues, such as the 
UK’s plastic waste tax that’s coming in 2022. 
Embracing sustainable practices today will 
save the cost of reacting later.

There’s also a strong financial motivation 
for recapturing and recycling waste plastic. 
Typical plastic is worth around £100 a tonne, 
and Europe produces 25 million tonnes of 
plastic waste each year. Currently, most of 
that value goes to landfill. Raw packaging 
materials need to be sourced, extracted, 
refined and moulded into the required shape 
or design. Recycled materials, however, 
don’t need to be sourced or extracted. 

They need to be collected and cleaned but 
are already built for purpose. Compared to 
starting from scratch with virgin materials, 
reusing resources already in the supply 
chain makes commercial sense.

As Mark Lancelott, a sustainability 
expert at PA, outlines: “Sustainability 
o�ers opportunity, but it means thinking 
di�erently about core o�erings, looking at 
new technology and new ways of working 
with suppliers. There are a small but growing 
number of companies who are genuinely 
committed to leading this.”

With adequate research and resources, 
transitioning to more sustainable materials 
and methods presents an opportunity 
to reach new markets, answer consumer 
demand, remain compliant, take advantage 
of new technology, lessen resource 
expenditure, recapture worth and, 
ultimately, please shareholders. In other 
words, it’s a risk worth taking.

Sustainability o�ers opportunity, but it means 
thinking di�erently about core o�erings, 
looking at new technology and new ways 
of working with suppliers. There are a small 
but growing number of companies who are 
genuinely committed to leading this. 

Mark Lancelott,
Sustainability expert,
PA Consulting

“Not all plastic is bad,” says Jamie Stone, PA’s Global 

Head of Design for Consumer Products. “Moving from 

plastic doesn’t solve the issue. It’s the behaviour that 

needs to change. If plastic can be recaptured and reused 

then it’s a good material.”

Plastic Bank, a Canadian start-up founded in 2013, 

embodies Stone’s recommendations. In 2015, Plastic 

Bank launched its first plastic exchange store in Haiti 

where members of the local community could collect 

and drop o� plastic waste in return for money, items or 

digital tokens secured via blockchain. The plastic is then 

sold on to other companies as ‘social plastic’ – plastic 

which serves a social purpose. 

By turning waste into wealth, the company empowers 

global recycling ecosystems, changes behaviour around 

littering and provides plastic to companies who might 

otherwise opt for virgin materials. Plastic Bank has since 

launched in Brazil and the Philippines. Their circular 

approach to the plastic problem creates value at each 

stage of the process, feeding back into economies and 

benefitting all parties within the supply chain. Plastic 

Bank is a prime example of how generating revenue can 

go hand in hand with serving a social purpose.

The circular economy is a new way of looking at the 

interconnection between markets, customers and 

resources. It moves away from ‘take, make, dispose’ and 

towards an approach that’s good for business, society 

and the environment. Separate reports by the UN Global 

Compact and Ellen MacArthur Foundation show the 

circular economy is an opportunity worth trillions for 

those ready to take advantage. 

A CIRCULAR ECONOMY: 
WHEN WASTE MEANS WEALTH

RISK AND REWARD: 
THE CASE FOR CHANGE
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OPTIONS FOR TACKLING 
SUSTAINABLE PLASTICS 
AND PACKAGING 
 

According to PA’s Wil Schoenmakers, the 
first steps towards making a case for change 
is being able to articulate your position, 
justify why it’s been chosen and set out how 
it will be achieved. 

A clearly defined, realistic and understood 
position will imbue stakeholders with 
confidence and purpose, and help measure 
the impact of decisions. It also avoids 
change for change’s sake. For example, 
some bio-based materials from renewable 
sources bring a much larger carbon footprint 
than standard plastics due to the way they’re 
produced. Making this kind of misguided 
switch would be a one-way ticket to 
customer disengagement and accusations  
of greenwashing.

As explained by Ahmed Detta, CEO of 
Advanced Sustainable Developments, it’s 
vital that any public pledges or statements 
are justified by facts.

“There’s the risk of sustainability damaging 
brand value if companies put a statement 
out there that they can’t substantiate. If 
they can’t back a statement with a live and 
verifiable reference, it’ll fall flat on its face. If 
you put out a statement, you have to justify 

that in numbers. There’s no misinterpretation 
on facts – facts resonate,” says Detta.

Leaders must also consider the adaptability 
of their supply chain. Misjudging the ability 
of the supply chain to process any new 
material, bio-based or otherwise, could create 
a bottleneck that fails to meet demand. 
Pursuing an inappropriate business model or 
specific technology can have much the same 
e�ect. The nature of supply chains means that 
success can’t happen in silos. CPG and retail 
companies will need to forge partnerships 
with waste management and recycling 
organisations. These firms have the experience 
and knowledge that CPGs and retailers need 
to make sure the materials they choose can be 
successfully recycled or recaptured. 

/  17

There’s the risk of sustainability damaging 
brand value if companies put a statement 
out there that they can’t substantiate. If 
you put out a statement, you have to justify 
that in numbers.

Ahmed Detta, 
CEO,
Advanced Sustainable Developments
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Incumbents will also need to reach out 
to start-up materials providers and those 
able to re-purpose what was previously 
wasted. As they do so, they’ll have to work 
in di�erent ways to before. “There are some 
very promising start-ups that can’t get the 
connection with the big players because 
they’re treated like a conventional supplier,” 
says Schoenmakers. “Start-ups don’t 
operate like that, so big companies have 
to be much more engaged, coaching them 

and helping them. They’ll feel very nervous 
to be sharing their secrets with a start-up 
company but, if they don’t help, the start-up 
won’t meet their needs.”

Based on these factors and the industry 
experiences of sustainability experts, 
we believe there are three categories 
of response to sustainable plastics and 
packaging: less plastic, better plastic 
or no plastic.

The first, and perhaps most attractive, 
approach for CPG and retail companies 
is ‘less plastic’. ‘Less plastic’ represents a 
gradual approach to scale back plastics.  
This might include reducing the thickness 
and weight of packaging, or replacing 
certain parts with alternative materials.

Responding to the sustainability agenda 
by using less plastic is a popular choice for 
large, established organisations, mainly 
because it doesn’t place a massive  
strain on infrastructure or necessitate huge 
change. Using less plastic sets a strong 
foundation for making incremental changes 
over time without committing to a complete 
product overhaul. 

When pursuing a ‘less plastic’ strategy, 
organisations must be careful to set tangible 
targets. Without a defined direction or set 
of goals, claiming to use less plastic can 
easily become synonymous with avoidance. 
One major business that exemplifies the 
importance of setting achievable targets is 
multinational food, drinks and confectionary 
company Mondelēz.

LESS PLASTIC
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MONDELĒZ

Mondelēz, the parent company of snacks 
and confectionary brands such as Cadbury, 
Oreo and Ritz, uses plastic packaging to 
ensure products are not contaminated 
or damaged. When operating at such a 
large scale, making the smallest change 
can impact the whole organisation. 
Nonetheless, in 2014, Mondelēz announced 
it would reduce the weight of its packaging 
material by 65,000 tonnes. According 
to Jay Gouliard, Vice President of Global 
Packaging, the company is on track to hit 
this target by 2020.

“We have a really solid strategy based on 
reducing the amount of material that we 
use,” he says. “We’re looking at di�erent 
material technologies that can replace our 
existing structures and be more recyclable, 
or more in line with the regulations that are 
being proposed today. We look at potential 
conversions from one material to another, 
for example from a polymer-based packet to 
a fibre-based packet, to reduce plastic.”

Through life cycle analysis (LCA), Gouliard’s 
team monitors how these di�erent materials 
and technologies impact the environment. 
An important part of their work is 
collaborating with external experts from 
other industries, who provide feedback 
and advice.

In October 2018, Mondelēz publicly 
announced that 100 per cent of its 
packaging materials would be recyclable 
by 2025. For the past year, the organisation 
has undergone what Gouliard describes as a 
shift in mindset. In keeping with the natural 
evolution of the sustainability agenda, he 
explains, one day everything that Mondelēz 
produces will be recycled. However, this 
means broadening customer knowledge 
and awareness.

“The biggest obstacle that we need to 
overcome with our strategy in general is 
to make sure that we educate consumers, 
and work with consumers so that they 
understand first of all what they should 
do with the packaging once they have 
consumed the product, and what is the 
right way to recycle or dispose of it.” 

By conducting research and staying up to 
date with general trends, Mondelēz stays 
as close as it can to the consumer market. 
When responding to changing customer 
preferences, though, companies need to 
be careful to retain their brand identity. 
Fortunately, packaging doesn’t necessarily 
have to change its fundamental design or 
aesthetic when made with less plastic. For a 
confectionary giant with so many instantly 
recognisable brands, this is another point in 
favour of a policy of reduction.

By setting internal and external targets, 
Mondelēz are well placed to meet incoming 
legal requirements that will enforce the use of 
recycled plastic in packaging. 

The biggest obstacle that we need to
overcome with our strategy in general is
to make sure that we educate consumers,
and work with consumers so that they
understand first of all what they should
do with the packaging once they have
consumed the product, and what is the
right way to recycle or dispose of it.

Jay Gouliard,
Vice President of Global Packaging,
Mondelēz

CASE STUDY:
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In response to criticism around global emissions and 

environmental impacts, aviation is taking small but 

significant steps to improve its credentials through ‘less 

plastic’ initiatives. In April this year, Etihad became the 

first major airline to complete a long haul flight without 

any single-use plastics on board. And Portuguese 

airline Hi Fly, which operated the world’s first single-use 

plastic-free flight last year, has committed to flying all 

its own flights free of single-use plastic items by the end 

of this year.

THE FLIGHT AGAINST PLASTICS

One product that faces mass extinction is the plastic 

straw – a staple of fast food and co�ee chains. More and 

more organisations are deciding to adopt paper-based 

straws or asking customers if they want a straw rather 

than providing one as standard. Starbucks has pledged 

to eliminate plastic straws globally by 2020. The plastic 

will be replaced by a recyclable strawless lid as part of 

the co�ee giant’s $10m commitment to develop a fully 

compostable, recycled cup. IKEA is another organisation 

which will stop o�ering single use plastic straws in all 

bistros and restaurants by the same 2020 benchmark. 

And McDonald’s recently drew attention to the issue when 

it transpired that the UK lacks the required infrastructure 

to recycle their paper straws.

THE LAST STRAW

Using less plastic in products and packaging 
is a good starting point for organisations 
that want to take measured steps towards 
more sustainable solutions. Charting the 
impact of less plastics on consumers and 
the supply chain acts as a testing ground 
for organisations, laying the foundations for 
steady improvement. It also readies them for 
legislative change.

That said, using less plastic can be confused 
with inaction if not fuelled by realistic 
targets. Companies who choose to reduce 
their plastic use need to build stakeholder 
confidence and explain how they’ll make a 
lasting impact. They also need to consider 
the reaction of their customers: what will 
a product with less plastic look like? Will 
it still attract buyers? Will there be any 
impact on quality? The most successful ‘less 
plastic’ strategies are those that would go 
undetected by the market if not for clear 
marketing campaigns.

The ‘less plastic’ approach is ideal for 
traditionally risk averse businesses, as it 
a�ords them the ability to take gradual 
action based on empirical evidence. 
However, as demonstrated by Mondelēz, 
reducing plastic does not necessarily 
represent a ‘softly, softly’ mentality and will 
eventually require infrastructural alterations.

CONSIDERATIONS FOR A 
‘LESS PLASTIC’ STRATEGY

When moving to a ‘less plastic’ 
strategy, leaders should:
- set tangible targets internally and 

externally and monitor these for 
impact and iteration

- conduct a thorough life cycle 
analysis of any plastic substitutes

- align action with consumer  
trends, brand identity and 
customer feedback.

QUICK TIPS
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Contrary to media portrayals, plastic itself 
is not the problem. It’s the way plastic is 
used, consumed and discarded. Consider, 
for instance, a bright pink bleach bottle. 
Even if the plastic itself can be recycled, 
the pink dye would contaminate recycling 
waste streams once it’s melted down. To 
avoid contamination, the recycling plant 
rejects the bottle and it ends up in landfill. 
The same can be said for packages that 
use a combination of recyclable and non-
recyclable materials. Consumers, ever driven 
by convenience, are less likely to recycle 
a product if it requires additional e�ort. If 
the bleach bottle has a non recyclable cap 
that needs to be removed from the bottle 
before it can be recycled, the majority of 
consumers will throw it away.

Changing the way that plastic products and 
packaging are designed is about incremental 
improvement, rather than drastic steps that 
could, if misjudged, compromise the entire 
organisation. Possible strategies for CPGs 
and retailers include using more durable 
plastic that can be reused by the consumer, 
or following Mondelēz’s reduction route by 
sourcing thinner and lighter plastic. Often, 
the recyclability of a plastic product is 
reliant on the labelling or colours used to 
entice buyers. If a plastic package could be 
designed using vegetable inks, for example, 
there’s a greater chance it’ll be recycled.

In some cases, the physical properties 
of plastic don’t need to change for it to 
become ‘better’. If brands can educate 
consumers about how to reuse or 
appropriately recycle plastic packaging and 
products, the material’s lifespan is extended 
and instantly becomes more valuable. 
CPG and retail companies can influence 
consumer behaviour around plastics by 
making sure the material is recycled in the 
right way. As a result, waste management 
and recycling firms will be able to accept 
a higher volume of recycled items. Plastics 
can therefore become ‘better’ through 
clear messaging and the encouragement of 
behavioural change.

BETTER PLASTIC
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COCA-COLA

Coca-Cola has used recycled plastic in its 
bottles and set up the first and only bottle 
to bottle reprocessing plant in the UK in 
2011. The plant now supplies a quarter of the 
plastic content in all bottles sold in Great 
Britain. The company’s ultimate goal is to 
recapture 100 per cent of its glass, plastic 
and aluminium packaging. Nick Brown, Head 
of Sustainability at Coca-Cola, explains why.

“Our ambition is that all of our packaging 
is collected so that more can be recycled 
and none ends up as litter. That’s a bold 
ambition and there are a number of things 
we are doing to help deliver that,” he says. 
“The first thing to make sure of is that all 
our packaging is easily recyclable. We 
also support the use of recycled materials 
to fund and encourage advancements in 
collection and reprocessing. One of the most 
important things we can do to support the 
circular economy is to commit to using 
50 per cent recycled content in all of our 
bottles by 2020.”

By the end of the year, Coca-Cola’s Glacéau 
smart water brand will be sold in bottles 
made from 100 per cent recycled plastic – a 
first for a brand of its size. What this means 
is that less virgin plastic will need to be 
manufactured and less waste plastic will find 
its way into landfill sites or the environment. 
The decision to minimise packaging spans 
the entire enterprise, as demonstrated by a 
recent commitment to reduce the amount 
of aluminium in cans. This, says Brown, will 
save 900 tonnes of aluminium per year 
in Great Britain alone. Coca-Cola works 
closely with external partners in di�erent 
industries to find solutions that, without 
their expertise, would not be possible.

“Over the last few years, we’ve invested and 
partnered with new recycling businesses 
who have more sophisticated recycling 
technologies. We believe, over time, this 
will allow more lower grade materials to be 
recycled in higher grade applications,” he 
says. “We’ve also collaborated with suppliers 
to find new material solutions.”

As a result of cross sector collaboration, 
the company now uses a plant-based 
polyethylene terephthalate (PET) plastic. 
The material is identical to traditional 
PET, but is made largely from bio sources. 
It’s not just the plastics themselves that 
need to change. Coca-Cola’s decision to 
strive for sustainability is largely reliant 
on customer behaviour, and there is still 
considerable confusion over what can and 
can’t be recycled. This is one of the biggest 
challenges of using alternative materials. 
Even bio-based plastics are not easily 
detected by Materials Recovery Facilities 
(MRFs) and can easily end up in traditional, 
PET recycling streams. Due to di�erent 
properties, including a lower melting point, 
the plant-based plastic can contaminate the 
entire stream. 

“One of the things we can do is make it 
clearer and easier for people to  
understand what the benefits of recycling 
are. Last year, we started to put more 
messaging on our packaging to reassure 
people it was recyclable. We have a ‘please 
recycle me’ message on over half a billion of 
our bottle caps,” says Brown.

Coca-Cola is also working to map litter 
hotspots and run campaigns to change 
littering behaviour through programmes 
with Keep Britain Tidy, Keep Wales Tidy, 
Keep Scotland Beautiful and a few smaller 
organisations.

CASE STUDY:

One of the things we can do is make it
clearer and easier for people to understand  
what the benefits of recycling are.

Nick Brown,
Head of Sustainability,
Coca-Cola
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CASE STUDY:

BEAUTY KITCHEN

Beauty Kitchen was o�cially founded in 
2014 after four years of product testing 
and development. As a new face in the 
cosmetics industry, Beauty Kitchen has 
taken an innovative approach to sustainable 
beauty products. Instead of focusing entirely 
on ingredients, founder Jo Chidley points 
out that it’s equally important to examine 
the sustainability credentials of packaging. 
From 2022, companies in the UK will be 
under a legal obligation to make sure that at 
least part of the materials they use for their 
packaging come from a recycled source. 
By building a business on cradle-to-cradle 
principles, Chidley and her team have future-
proofed themselves and are well prepared 
for increasing regulatory pressure.

“With plastics specifically, we have just 
reformulated all of our products to be in 
reusable packaging. Although there is plastic 
involved in the caps and pumps, where we 
do use plastic it will always be 100 per cent 
post consumer regrind (PCR) and can be 
recycled again,” says Chidley.

One recent development, she explains, 
is the introduction of a new pump that 
doesn’t have a metal spring - it’s made 
entirely from PCR. This means it has 
already been recycled and can be recycled 
again. Recycling is also made much 
easier as the pump is made from a single 
material. Creating products that are easy 
for consumers and waste management 
companies to recycle is pivotal in driving 
behavioural change.

“Another example would be the plastic or 
aluminium caps on glass jars,” says Chidley. 
“Inside those caps is an insert, to help 
seal the cap. But the insert is not made 
with a plastic that can be recycled, and 
manufacturers use glue to stick it to the lid. 
Unless a consumer pulls that insert out and 
scrapes o� the glue before they put it into 
the recycling, it’ll never get recycled.”

In response, Beauty Kitchen has redesigned 
their plastic caps so they no longer require 
glue. The customer can easily take out the 
insert and, in theory, will be more likely to 
recycle the packaging. When designing new 
packaging for their products, Beauty Kitchen 
also listens directly to what their customers 
want. The company considers whether or not 
their suggestions are viable and implements 
them where possible.

“An example of this would be our Konjac 
sponge and packaging,” says Chidley. “A 
customer asked why we sold it wet in a 
plastic pouch, as it would be heavier to 
transport, and the packaging is then not 
recyclable. We had to agree and our Konjac is 
now freeze dried in compostable packaging.”

For Chidley, one of the biggest barriers 
to the wider adoption of ‘better plastic’ is 
convincing larger companies to take similar 
initiatives.

“We are actually the ones that are pushing 
and wanting sustainability within the 
industry. When we talk about the industry 
it’s not the consumers. I’m talking about the 
manufacturers and suppliers,” she says.

Beauty Kitchen’s sustainable plastics and 
packaging work is a prime example of 
customer-centric, experimental business 
development. The company’s commitment 
to balance profit with purpose has been 
recognised by its status as a B Corporation, 
which Chidley considers to be one of 
Beauty Kitchen’s biggest successes. The 
B Corporation certification identifies 
businesses that act as a force for good, 
creating benefits for stakeholders as well  
as shareholders.

With plastics specifically, we have just
reformulated all of our products to be in
reusable packaging. Although there is 
plastic involved in the caps and pumps, 
where we do use plastic it will always be 
100 per cent post consumer regrind (PCR) 
and can be recycled again.

Jo Chidley,
Founder,
Beauty Kitchen
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French manufacturing company Lactips has reimagined 

plastic by making it edible, water soluble and 

biodegradable within 18 days. Their bioplastic film is 

based on milk protein and dissolves in water, making it 

ideal for packaging applications in agriculture, detergents 

and food.

Toy maker LEGO has also built a bioplastic using 

sugarcane. The polyethylene material is identical to 

conventional plastic, but is plant-based and sustainably 

sourced according to Bioplastic Feedstock Alliance 

guidelines. Life cycle analysis is used to track the impact 

of bio-based alternatives across the supply chain. 

Fittingly, LEGO’s first plant-based plastic pieces, released 

last year, are trees, bushes and plants.

In 2017, 1.3 million business events were held in London 

alone – but what happens to the waste that is left 

behind when they are finished? Based on circular 

economy principles, start-up Ecobooth is driving more 

environmentally friendly events. 

At Disruption Summit Europe 2018, Ecobooth launched 

their first fully recycled plastic event booths. Developed 

in partnership with PA, the booths and signage were 

made from waste plastics such as bin bags, yoghurt pots, 

toothbrushes and tra«c cones. To make the sustainable 

stands, discarded plastics are ground up and pressed into 

moulds. They can then be disassembled and reground into 

new booths, demonstrating a true circular supply chain. 

A huge part of building positive attitudes to plastic 

packaging is the use of new recycling technologies. 

Early stage recycling company Advanced Sustainable 

Developments has developed a Recycle Exchange 

scheme that is transparent, data-driven and mutually 

beneficial to all involved. While most homes have at 

least some kind of recycling bin, responsibly disposing 

of packaging is much harder when travelling. Recycle 

Exchange addresses the on-the-go recycling market by 

setting up vending machines in train stations and high 

volume travel points so consumers can recycle when 

they don’t have access to a domestic recycling bin. The 

vending machine scans the product barcode and, via an 

app, credits the user around 10 to 15 pence. This can be 

used by the individual or donated to charity. Due to new 

recycled content quotas, recapturing waste has become 

economically viable once again. 

“New recycling technologies could be a disruptive 

force,” says David Rakowski, a sustainability expert at 

PA. “You could see a world where lots of the packaging 

we have today is used and it’s fine, because the systems 

are there to capture it and the technology is there to 

recycle it in a way that means it doesn’t leak out into the 

oceans and it can be reused in an e«cient and circular 

way. The real disruptive force will come when new forms 

of recycling arrive.”

PLANT-BASED PLASTIC

THE CIRCULAR ECONOMY

DISRUPTIVE RECYCLING
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At Colgate-Palmolive, partnerships are central to the 

company’s DNA. Externally, the CPG giant works with 

global groups like the Consumer Goods Forum and the 

Ellen MacArthur Foundation. It also partners with various 

regional organisations. 

“Our strategy is to work through these big industry 

consortiums to have the discussion around how best 

to respond to legislation and extended producer 

responsibility,” says Ann Tracy, Colgate-Palmolive’s 

Head of Sustainability.

“Regionally, we belong to the Closed Loop Fund in the US, 

which focuses on recycling infrastructure in general. We 

also belong to The Recycling Partnership - they help to 

communicate and influence municipalities to understand 

what’s recyclable and what’s not recyclable.”

By working with non-government organisations, Colgate-

Palmolive gains a deeper insight into sustainable solutions 

for their products and packaging, and meets like-minded 

companies. One of Colgate-Palmolive’s biggest successes 

to date, says Tracy, is the creation of the first recyclable 

toothpaste tube. The company is also working with 

di�erent suppliers to come up with designs to eliminate 

the non-recyclable spring in liquid hand soaps.

Partnerships within the company are equally important. 

Building strong relationships with outside organisations 

is only achievable when there is close cooperation and 

communication between internal teams. 

“There’s a tight partnership between our global packaging 

team and our procurement team. Procurement help us to 

gather the recycled content and understand how we’re 

going to achieve our goals,” says Tracy. 

PARTNERSHIPS AT COLGATE-PALMOLIVE 
Partnerships o�er an opportunity to broaden access to 

ideas and skills, and unlock ingenious innovations.

Leading industrial manufacturer Milliken makes the plastic 

additives in approximately one third of all plastics in 

the world. To build a sustainable plastics and packaging 

strategy in a market becoming more averse to plastic, PA 

assisted Milliken in interviewing organisations from across 

the value chain. As part of the process, Milliken announced 

it would sign a deal with PureCycle, a mix between a 

chemical and mechanical recycling company. PureCycle 

views plastic waste as a resource that can be used infinitely 

and has patented a chemical recycling process to separate 

contaminants from discarded plastics. Chemical recycling, 

and other new forms of recycling, are primed to be a 

disruptive force as they enable non-food grade materials 

to become food grade again. Alongside PureCycle, Milliken 

will create a new additive for their materials to ensure 

market longevity. 

Big CPG businesses are following the same strategy. 

Procter & Gamble (P&G) is partnering with recycling 

firm TerraCycle to create recyclable handles and blades 

for razors. In 2018, TerraCycle and P&G also launched 

320,000 new Fairy washing up liquid bottles made from 

recycled and marine plastic.  

“Partnerships open your eyes to the real choices you 

should be making,” says Randall Lemoine, Global Marketing 

Director and Head of Analytics and Insights at P&G. 

A slightly di�erent approach has been taken with Tide 

Coldwater, a detergent which can wash clothes in water 

as cold as four degrees celsius. For this particular brand, 

P&G developed a more sustainable product which could, 

in future, be sold in recyclable bottles similar to those 

used for Fairy washing up liquid. 

PLASTIC PARTNERSHIPS 
The complexity of developing ‘better plastics’ 
cannot be understated. For instance, explains 
Ruan Jones, a sustainability expert at PA, the 
use of ‘mono materials’ – where just one type 
of polymer is used, therefore making it easier 
to recycle – often leads to increased weight 
to achieve the same performance. 

“If an organisation is going to sacrifice 
laminate for the modern material where they 
know it will increase weight, they’ve got to be 
sure the increased weight of material is going 
to be recycled,” says Jones. “They need to be 
confident there’s a recycling system out there 
or a further point in the life cycle chain that 
will use it. Otherwise it’s putting three times 
as much plastic back into the environment.”

Better plastic, however, doesn’t necessarily have 
to be di�erent plastic. By improving marketing 
and messaging campaigns, it’s possible to 
change the behaviour of end users. The UK’s 
five pence charge for plastic bags, for example, 
added a simple, monetary motivation that was 
ultimately hugely successful. 

Consumers aren’t the only party that can turn 
plastics from a problem into potential. Better 
plastic management will reduce the amount 
of materials thrown into landfill or the oceans 
and put value back into the supply chain. 
As recycling systems become more mature, 
the more valuable their waste streams will 
be. In other words, by working closely with 
recycling companies, CPGs and retailers 
can fuel the growth of the circular economy 
and, at the same time, meet regulatory and 
customer demand.

CONSIDERATIONS FOR A BETTER 
PLASTIC STRATEGY

When moving to a better plastic 
strategy, leaders should:
- think beyond altering the 

properties of plastic and 
towards wider systemic change. 
Refillables, for example, are a clear 
strategic option

- consider the use of more durable 
or thinner plastic, depending on 
your product requirements

- invest in marketing and 
messaging to align change with  
a focus on end-user behaviour

- work closely with recycling 
companies to power the circular 
economy. 

QUICK TIPS
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The third, most ambitious, approach to 
sustainable plastics and packaging is to 
completely abandon its use. ‘No plastic’, of 
course, is a highly debatable term. Despite 
some market innovations to abandon 
plastic entirely, it remains di�cult to create, 
market and distribute products for the mass 
market without using plastic in some sense. 
Refusing to use plastics at all is simply not 
commercially viable for many – but it can be 
for specific products.

One way to achieve ‘no plastic’ packaging 
in a particular product line is to find 
an alternative material. Compostable 
packaging, which breaks down in the natural 
environment, is an attractive but complex 
solution. Because it comes from natural 
sources, it doesn’t leave behind toxins and 
chemicals. However, it’s notoriously di�cult 
to find an e�ective natural compound due to 
market immaturity and lack of suppliers.

Some companies have turned to processed 
materials like glass and aluminium. Coca-
Cola’s sustainability credentials have 
undoubtedly been helped by the use of 
aluminium cans and glass bottles, as their 
supply chain is optimised to process non-
plastic as well as plastic products.
“Aluminium is really important for us,” 

says Nick Brown, Coca-Cola’s Head of 
Sustainability. “We sell nearly twice as 
many aluminium cans as we do plastic 
bottles in the UK. The latest reports from 
the Aluminium Packaging Recycling 
Organisation (Alupro) suggest that 75 per 
cent of aluminium cans are being collected 
for recycling purposes in the UK. Aluminium 
does take a significant amount of energy to 
manufacture in the first place, so it’s even 
more important it can be recaptured and 
reprocessed.”

Aluminium is easily recognisable, can be 
recycled almost infinitely and, at £1,000 
per tonne, is worth ten times more than 
plastic. Another alternative is glass, which 
makes sense in some cases such as luxury 
cosmetics or food and beverages, but 
is completely unsuitable for others. For 
example, a harsh cleaning product like 
bleach requires virtually unbreakable 
packaging in the interest of safety.

NO PLASTIC NOTPLA

More novel plastic alternatives are also 
becoming popular. Notpla has developed 
a seaweed-based, biodegradable material. 
It’s cost competitive with plastic and uses 
nine times less energy to produce. And in 
partnership with PA, Notpla has developed 
a way to turn its unique material into edible 
water pods, called Ooho. The start-up aims 
to stop up to one billion plastic bottles 
ending up in the ocean and eliminate the 
300 million kilograms of carbon emissions 
that goes with them.

Instead of selling Ooho outright, Notpla is 
facilitating the wider adoption of plastic 
substitutes by leasing the machines so 
companies can produce Ooho containers 

on-site, cutting delivery emissions. Ooho 
containers have already been used by 
Selfridges to bottle ginger beer and for 
sauce sachets at Just Eat. At the London 
Marathon, Notpla partnered with Lucozade 
Sport to provide 300,000 edible bubbles of 
sports drink to runners as a replacement for 
plastic bottles.

The popularity of products produced by 
the likes of Vegware shows that people are 
more than willing to purchase food served 
in non-standard packaging. By making their 
packaging edible, Notpla’s alternative could 
accelerate this trend by playing to customer 
appetite for novelty.

CASE STUDY:
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CASE STUDY:

HALO COFFEE

Halo Co�ee, founded in 2014, has developed 
the first fully home compostable capsule for 
co�ee machines. The capsule, which is made 
from sugar cane mulch and then pressure- 
moulded into shape, can be thrown into 
gardens to break down into fertile soil. 
This directly addresses the issue of 
disparate, local recycling systems, because 
even if the product does end up in landfill, it 
will eventually decompose without harming 
the environment.

“If you choose to throw one of our capsules 
away, you don’t need to feel guilty about it 
because it will disappear. It will take a little 
longer than if you put it in your garden, but 
it is an organic material. This is the same 
with the pods and the laminate on the 
outside,” says David Foster, co-founder 
of Halo.

While plastic- and metal-based brands 
remain the first choice for the majority of 
customers, Foster envisions it will be di�cult 
to convince providers to move away from 
tried and tested materials.

“If you’re aiming to do something that’s 
home compostable and make that 
fundamental shift from plastics and metals, 
finding the right materials for the complete 
product is challenging because the industry 
just isn’t ready. There aren’t many providers 
out there. Trying to get providers to look 
beyond metal and plastic is the hard bit.”

As with the ‘less plastic’ and ‘better plastic’ 
strategies, there is an onus on consumers 
to respond appropriately to compostable 
and non-plastic products. But, Foster says, 
it is manufacturers and the industry itself 
that need to change. This means investing in 
alternative materials and designing them so 
they are recognisably di�erent.

“The issue is that some of the compostable 
capsules look just like plastic. If you put 
a compostable capsule next to a plastic 
capsule, it’s hard to tell the di�erence... and 
the guy at the recycling plant is going to 
have the same problem. It should be down 
to us and down to all manufacturers to make 
it as simple for the consumer as possible.”

Changing the fundamental design of 
a popular product is a huge risk for 
established businesses. Unless a business 
is relatively young and agile, choosing to 
develop non-plastic, sustainable materials 
means asking a wide range of new 
questions. It may also mean completely 
upending existing supply chains by working 
with new suppliers, manufacturers and 
technologies.

“For the whole supply chain, you’re asking 
how far does this product have to travel 
from here to here, how much can we buy 
up front, who do materials come from and 
from what part of the world? In co�ee, are 
your growers getting a fair price for what 
they are growing? It’s hard work and it 
costs money but that’s what you have to 
do,” says Foster. “You have this knock-on 
e�ect of who is supplying what to whom, 
and how much money is being made. That 
then involves governments, because it’s 
taxes, and the general public starting to 
vote with their feet.”

According to Foster, such monumental 
change will take between 10 and 20 
years. This should serve as motivation 
– theoretically, starting now will give 
companies a competitive edge. Businesses 
that don’t begin reshaping their supply 
chains in the imminent future are likely to 
be left behind. The changes driven by small 
entrepreneurs prove that change is possible. 

If you choose to throw one of our  
capsules away, you don’t need to feel  
guilty about it because it will disappear. It 
will take a little longer than if you put it in 
your garden, but it is an organic material. 
This is the same with the pods and the 
laminate on the outside.

David Foster,
Co-founder,
Halo Co�ee
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The National Trust first used potato starch-based 

BIOPLAST® 300 wrapping for its summer 2018 members’ 

magazine. The wrapping, sourced by mailing company 

Advanced Direct Mail, states it is ‘OK compost HOME’ 

certified, which means it can be disposed of with food 

waste, garden compost or in green council recycling bins.

According to Jo Lucas, Head of Business Development 

at Advanced Direct Mail, the decision aligned with the 

National Trust brand and resonated with members. “The 

National Trust had already identified that they wanted 

to reduce the use of single-use plastics across their 

organisation. When they said they wanted to apply this to 

their magazines, we looked at various things with them 

and compostable wrapping proved to be the best option,” 

says Lucas.

Advanced Direct Mail was challenged with creating a 

wrapping that would not be unwrapped in the post and 

could be read by Royal Mail technology. Unlike ordinary 

polywrap, the starch-based alternative is translucent and, 

prior to redevelopment, obscured the text and barcodes 

on the magazine. After working with the manufacturer, 

Advanced Direct Mail was able to create a practical 

packaging option that met the National Trust’s brief.  

“I don’t think it will be long before those that don’t use 

compostable magazine wrappers follow the National 

Trust. It’s a big step in the right direction and it’s the right 

thing to do,” Lucas adds.

IT’S A WRAP

CASE STUDY:

MORRISONS

Rather than replacing plastic packaging 
with an alternative material, other retailers 
have simply removed plastic from parts of 
their business. Supermarket chain Morrisons, 
for example, will roll out its Loose Produce 
initiative in 60 stores over the course of 2019.

“We’ve always had a loose fruit and veg 
o�er in our stores,” says Natasha Cook, 
Packaging Manager at Morrisons. “We 
wanted to roll out plastic-free fruit and veg 
areas. Customers can choose from up to 127 
varieties of fruit and veg, buy them loose, or 
put them in recyclable paper bags.”

The decision to roll out Loose Produce was 
made following a 10 month trial in three 
Morrisons stores where the amount of 
loose fruit and veg bought by customers 
increased by an average of 40 per cent.

“Our own research says that plastic 
reduction is now the third most important 
issue to Morrisons’ customers,” says Cook.

On the one hand, Loose Produce is a direct 
response to customer demand. On the 
other, it illustrates Morrisons’ commitment 
to environmental concerns and is expected 
to save an estimated 156 tonnes of plastic a 
year in stores where it is introduced. 

Other initiatives include prohibiting the 
use of microbeads in own brand products 
ahead of legislation, o�ering customers 
a 25p discount when they use their own 
travel mugs for hot drinks at Morrisons 
cafes, barista bars and food-to-go stations 
and also allowing customers to use their 
own containers at Market Street Butcher, 
Fishmonger and Deli counters.

For Morrisons, this ‘no plastic’ route is one 
strand of a wider ‘less plastic’ strategy. By 
2025, the supermarket expects to reduce 
plastic packaging by 25 per cent, develop 
recyclable, reusable or compostable plastic 
packaging, have an average of 30 per cent 
recycled content in plastic packaging and 
eliminate unnecessary single use plastic 
items. To date, 9,000 tonnes of plastic have 
been removed or made widely recyclable 
from Morrisons branded products, and 81 
per cent of the company’s own brand plastic 
packaging is now recyclable. 
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CASE STUDY:

Other grocery giants are following in Morrisons’ 

footsteps by completely removing plastics from parts 

of their business. German supermarket chain Aldi, for 

instance, has announced a trial in which half of its UK 

stores will o�er paper bags while the other half will 

o�er compostable ones. At the end of the trial the most 

popular option will replace the plastic bags currently in 

use. Sainsbury’s has pledged to remove plastic bags from 

all produce aisles, encouraging customers to bring their 

own reusable containers or purchase a recycled, reusable 

alternative. And Waitrose is trialling a ‘bring your own 

container’ scheme in which customers can purchase 

pasta, rice, co�ee, wine, fruit and more using their  

own containers or by paying a £5 deposit to ‘borrow’  

a container that can be reused or returned on their  

next visit. 

Companies with ambitious, experimental mindsets 

have proven that alternative materials are a viable 

and commercially sound way to push aside plastic. 

Compostable, non-plastic packaging options are 

becoming more popular as the scope for replacements 

widens. IKEA, for example, is considering the use of 

mushroom-based packaging developed by Ecovative 

as a replacement for polystyrene, which is made from 

petroleum and takes thousands of years to decompose. 

Ecovative’s biodegradable mushroom packaging can 

be thrown into gardens where it will biodegrade within 

weeks. And Seed Phytonutrients, one of L’Oreal’s 

associated brands, sells its products in paper-based, 

compostable packaging. The bottles and containers 

are made from compostable paper but, in a feat of 

sustainable genius, are resistant to moisture in damp, 

humid bathrooms. 

SUPERMARKET SWEEP

THE COMPOSTABLE CRAZE

PULPAC

PulPac, a Swedish start-up, was  
founded by packaging consultants Linus 
and Ove Larsson who wanted to develop 
a sustainable alternative to plastics. They 
knew that paper-based food packaging 
was recyclable, but current technologies 
wouldn’t create the sturdy, 3D shapes  
they needed. 

Hit by a flash of inspiration, the team used 
an isostatic high-pressure press to shape 
paper pulp into a strong material that could 
substitute plastic. Equally importantly, 
PulPac’s process uses less energy and is 
lower cost than current wet-pulp solutions 
available on the market.

“There is a significant market opportunity 
right now for start-ups in the sustainability 
space,” says Linus Larsson, CEO of PulPac. 
“PulPac has innovative materials but needed 
a partner like PA who could help us move 
fast, get our products in front of global 
brands and scale into mass production.”

“We were fortunate to get a great idea  
and be able to patent it,” says Ove Larsson, 
Chief Technical O�cer. “However, we had a 
dilemma. We had the IP and decided to  
o�er PulPac on a license basis, but we 
lacked resources to industrialize the 
technology and meet the huge demand of 
application development. PA has provided 
us with a turnkey platform to take our 
products to market.” 
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Technology has an important role to play in facilitating 

the abandonment of plastic packaging. As the Internet 

of Things (IoT) expands, sensor technology has become 

more compact, more accurate and more accessible. In 

CPG and retail supply chains, items can be fitted with 

sensors to relay information about their condition and 

whereabouts in the supply chain. At the moment, these 

sensors are attached to packaging. However, products 

without packaging must still be tracked to improve supply 

chain visibility. A potential solution has been trialled by 

the Swiss Federal Laboratories for Materials Science and 

Technology (Empa), in which fruit-shaped sensors are 

added to shipments of produce to measure humidity, 

heat and other metrics about the product’s journey. The 

ability to monitor unpackaged items could help build the 

confidence of CPGs and retailers and encourage them to 

consider ‘no plastic’ as a viable option.

SENSE AND SUSTAINABILITY

A successful ‘no plastic’ strategy is the 
ultimate goal but is fraught with di�culties. 
Some biodegradable materials, for 
example, may seem much better for the 
environment but release methane if they 
are buried instead of composted in the 
appropriate way. As pointed out by David 
Foster of Halo Co�ee, there’s an important 
distinction to be made between ‘home 
compostable’ and ‘industrially compostable’. 
In many cases, a material can be branded 

CONSIDERATIONS FOR A 
‘NO PLASTIC’ STRATEGY

When moving to a ‘no plastic’ 
strategy, leaders should:
- think beyond product life to life 

cycle impact and ensure products 
are clearly labelled as recyclable 
or biodegradable

- tackle one product at a time, 
iterating and improving as you 
evolve your approach

- consider the extent of liability for 
when consumers bring their own 
containers

- ensure other messaging is doubly 
e�ective if you stand to lose 
brand imagery and additional 
information.

QUICK TIPS
as ‘compostable’ but needs to be collected 
and industrially processed in an anaerobic 
digestion system to control the temperatures 
needed for decomposition. Prior to end-of-
life, compostable materials must protect the 
product, be clearly labelled and accompanied 
by an informative marketing campaign.

Removing packaging entirely is a growing 
trend across major supermarkets. However, 
concerns over hygiene and impact on 
product life remain, particularly when 
it comes to ‘bring your own container’ 
initiatives and ensuring these are clean and 
fit for purpose. Single use plastics provide 
a lightweight protective barrier against 
oxygen, moisture and other contaminants. 
Take away the plastic and more produce 
will have to be thrown away. There’s then 
the added dimension of taking away 
the material on which storage advice, 
nutritional information and brand identity 
are displayed. Packaging remains the most 
powerful way to attract and engage with 
customers, so other messaging channels will 
need to be doubly e�ective.

Eliminating plastic may be the ultimate goal 
but technology is still playing catch up. The 
reality is that few companies today can 
feasibly operate without plastic, and vowing 
to remove all plastics from certain products 
is an admirable but highly risky strategy. 
That said, by tackling products in sequence, 
organisations can use their learnings to 
gradually eliminate plastics one product line 
at a time.
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STEPS TOWARDS  
SUSTAINABLE PLASTICS 
AND PACKAGING 
 

In general, organisations can take one 
of three approaches to sustainability: do 
nothing, move cautiously or set enthusiastic 
and ambitious targets. Inaction isn’t 
an option for organisations that want 
to succeed in the future as consumers, 
investors and regulators pile on the 
pressure. And the decision on whether to 
move cautiously or set ambitious targets 
should be based on the organisation’s size, 
capacity, audience, product, industry and 
ambition. A start-up, for example, might be 
able to a�ord to scrap plastic packaging 
entirely because they don’t have a vast, 
expensive infrastructure based around a 
particular material. Whereas a huge CPG 
may be unable to totally abandon its plastic 
packaging for one product but could work to 
improve it in some way.

As leaders take steps towards improving 
their approach to plastics and packaging, we 
recommend they build the case for profitable 
purpose, balance ambition with attainment 
to engage and inspire, and look beyond their 
walls and embrace the disruptors.
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Through careful and consistent customer 
research, organisations can make more 
confident choices when it comes to 
sustainability. What customers say might not 
always match up with what they do, but by 
drawing on industry knowledge and wider 
market trends, it’s possible for businesses to 
anticipate user appetite. 

“Before, you would have made these changes 
for just a small number of consumers, but 
now it’s the mainstream,” says P&G’s Randall 
Lemoine. “Packaging, in and of itself, is 
becoming more important to consumers than 
the product that actually sits in it. Because 
of customer expectations, it’s much clearer 
which choice needs to be made.”

Successful organisations also pay close 
attention to the legal landscape. They’re 
legally vigilant and prepare for regulations 
before they come into e�ect. Start-ups 
like Beauty Kitchen and Halo Co�ee have 
built from the ground up without legacy 
infrastructure, which arguably makes it easier 
for them to comply with new laws. That said, 
industry leaders like John Lewis, due to their 
influence, are able to work with governments 
to influence the regulatory direction.

The need for consistent regulation remains a 
key enabler for more sustainable plastics and 
packaging, especially as current regulatory 
frameworks di�er across the world. A 
product might tick the legislative boxes in 
one country but fail to meet the requirements 
in another. This, explains Lemoine, is why 
horizon scanning plays such a critical role. 
When standards are set, organisations that 
pre-empt and prepare for them will be better 
placed to meet the expectations of the 
market while remaining compliant. 

“Foresight is always very important. We 
always have to look to where we think the 
markets are going. In this space, it’s critically 
important,” he says. “Look at the pace of 
change in the expectations of consumers 
and how long it takes to go from idea to 
market. If you design a product that isn’t 
launching for nine months, the amount of 
things that can change in that amount of 
time is remarkable. We have to listen to the 
canary in the coal mine – if we miss those 
changes, it will be really costly for us.” 

BUILD THE CASE FOR 
PROFITABLE PURPOSE

Jennie Galbraith, Head of Sustainability at 
British American Tobacco (BAT), advocates 
an approach that focuses on internal 
corporate change rather than heady public 
statements. “We look at what’s happening 
in the outside world and try to identify the 
salient issues,” says Galbraith. “Every three 
years we do a materiality assessment, which 
means we take insight from peer companies, 
NGOs, reports, emerging legislation, media, 
commentary, everything in the outside world 
and map that against our business priorities. 
We look at the risk registers, annual plans and 
identify emerging issues. If we identify a gap, 
that’s where we take action.”

Achieving ambitious sustainability goals 
also relies on a sound understanding of 
what technologies are available and which 
are most relevant. This ties in with another 
important mark of successful sustainability 
strategies – stellar supply chain management. 
Taking a purely technological approach 
without considering the wider system or 
business model will cause disillusionment and 
disappointment. Organisations may need to 
make daunting infrastructural investments 
to cope with new materials or production 
methods. Successful leaders consider what 
changes are needed, which technologies can 
help to achieve them and whether they’re 
worth the investment. 
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While it’s certainly commendable to commit 
to becoming a ‘no plastic’ business, this 
simply isn’t possible for most CPG and retail 
companies. A focus on using less plastic or 
better plastic can lay the foundations for 
continual reduction and refinement, helping 
to overcome the perception that plastic is 
inherently bad. Even if this strategy doesn’t 
apply to all the products in a company’s 
portfolio, realising one ‘no plastic’ product 
could give them a commercial edge and 
position them as a leader in the space.

What works for one product may not 
work for another. In cosmetics, using glass 
containers for small serums is feasible. 
Doing the same for a bottle of moisturiser 
is a risk, because if the glass breaks it will 
cause far more problems. While glass 
is generally thought of as a sustainable 
material, its credentials can be compromised 
by inappropriate use. And in some cases, 
the freedom to make these choices depends 
on brand. A luxury cosmetics company may 
be expected to use sleek glass containers 
instead of more durable but cheaper plastics. 

Whichever route is chosen, companies 
need to be realistic with their ambitions. 
The danger with public commitments is 
that companies must be transparent if 
they fall short of the mark. Failure to meet 
non-public targets could influence the 
perceptions of other stakeholders and 
shareholders. Taking a holistic view of 
supply chains enables organisations to make 
fully informed decisions that chime with 
the overall aims of the business and are far 
easier to communicate.

Ultimately, success relies on honesty and 
transparency. When companies are realistic 
about what they can achieve, their choices 
are more commercially viable. Their goals 
can be understood and supported by 
partners, customers and investors alike, 
because they become part of the fabric of 
the organisation itself. 

BALANCE AMBITION WITH  
ATTAINMENT TO ENGAGE AND INSPIRE 

LOOK BEYOND YOUR WALLS  
AND EMBRACE THE DISRUPTORS

The new set of consumer and legislative 
demands for sustainable products and 
packaging will force leaders to look beyond 
their factory fence and to the wider supply 
chain and new entrants. 

Organisations such as Notpla have shown 
how you can rethink existing o�erings in 
entirely new ways. Incumbents will need 
to develop the mindsets to challenge their 
current ways of working and operating 
models before sustainable start-ups disrupt 
their o�ering. The challenge will be moving 
from traditional methods of developing  
new products to true innovation at speed. 
Companies will need to learn how to run a 
number of simultaneous pilots, learning the 
lessons as they go, to refine the minimal 
viable product and move to market at pace. 

The transition from single-use plastics 
relies on the complex relationship between 
di�erent parties all along the supply chain. 
As policymakers legislate on minimum 
amounts of recycled content, the value of 
recycled and recyclable materials will rise. 
Having realised there is wealth in waste, 
businesses aren’t just working with recycling 
companies, they’re trying to become them. 
Instead of selling or giving recycled or 
recyclable materials to an external party, 
companies are beginning to develop their 
own recycling streams.

Partnership working will be key as 
organisations look to lessen the impact of 
any changes they make along the supply 
chain – and to ensure they can access new 
ideas and expertise. Stakeholders will need 
to understand the company’s plastics and 
packaging goals in order to work towards 
them. End-users need to be aware of these 
goals and be taught what to do with certain 
products. Not only do organisations need 
to engage with consumers, but also with 
engineers, scientists, consultants and other 
companies. Behavioural change certainly 
isn’t confined to consumers: it should be 
sought at every stage of the supply chain to 
the point where supply chains themselves 
move from linear to cyclical. 

Companies also need to be able to articulate 
their aspirations internally to engage their 
workforce. “Linking it back to core purpose 
is important. Companies that are working 
on sustainability seem to have a strong, 
articulated sense of what they’re there to 
do,” says Mark Lancelott, a sustainability 
expert at PA.
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Never before has sustainability commanded 
so much attention – and with good reason. 
It is seen, en masse, as the right thing to 
do. But businesses can’t adopt sustainable 
plastics and packaging strategies purely 
for their intrinsic good. With every decision 
likely to involve a host of changes, including 
investing in new machinery, redesigning 
products, exploring new delivery methods 
or even switching suppliers, every choice has 
to be supported by a strong business case. 

From a commercial perspective, sustainable 
plastics and packaging has become a central 
customer concern. Consumers increasingly 
value the sustainability credentials of the 
products and services they use. Companies 
are either competing or collaborating 
to deliver environmental and ethical 
alternatives because it’s what consumers 
want. It’s also what investors want. The 
expansion of Environmental, Social and 
Governance investing is grounded in 
research that suggests sustainable and 
ethical investments generate the largest 
returns. Sustainability advances are seen 
as a long-term health indicator. This ‘green 
light’ from the investment community has 
given organisations the confidence needed 
to actively pursue their sustainability goals. 
Pleasing customers and investors will, in 
turn, meet shareholder expectations.

The likes of Beauty Kitchen, Halo Co�ee 
and Notpla are providing choice that, due 
to market constraints and risk aversion, 
wasn’t there before. These agile companies 
have proven that sustainable plastics and 
packaging strategies are achievable. Whether 
you want to take small, incremental steps or 
have a grand vision – success is achievable.

With the promise of considerable reward, it’s 
clear sustainability sells. As CPG and retail 
leaders, the commercial power for change 
lies in your hands. Your role places you at 
the forefront of sustainable innovation. 
Your brand credibility enables you to take 
a lead. It’s time for action. The world, your 
customers and your investors are willing 
you on to deliver ‘the best right thing’ and 
turn your sustainable conscience into a 
commercial opportunity. 
 

SUMMARY: TIME TO DELIVER
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