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Tackling sustainable use  
of plastics and packaging  
in consumer goods
Concerns over plastic waste have 
never been more prominent in 
the minds of consumers. Growing 
environmental awareness and 
negative media attention have turned 
plastics from a ubiquitous wonder 
material into a source of public 
outrage for those businesses which 
continue to use them. The reality is 
somewhere in between.

Many companies have acknowledged 
that alternative plastics strategies 
must be found, but change cannot 
happen overnight. When approaching 
the plastics and packaging agenda, 
economic factors as well as the 
environment must be considered. 
Cost, complexity of supply chains, 
alternative materials, disposal 
and recycling infrastructures, 
consumer demand and the need 
for global solutions all come into 
play for businesses navigating this 
complicated issue.

Sustainability is a laudable final goal
for businesses – for ethical reasons
as well as a stepping stone to long
term growth. This being said, where
the future of plastics is concerned,
the path ahead is not always clear.
PA Consulting’s upcoming research 
project, in conjunction with  
D/SRUPTION, will explore the use  
of plastics and packaging in 
consumer goods and the ambitions 
and success stories of companies 
operating in this space today.

In this eBook prelude to the full 
research report, we share insights 
from John Lewis, Mondelez, and 
PA Consulting to explore one of the 
most pressing issues of the modern 
business world. What are the major 
challenges and strategies of business 
leaders when it comes to plastics 
and packaging? Read on to find out 
more and ways to get involved in the 
research.
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It’s no secret that the pursuit
of sustainability is complicated.
Nowhere is this better illustrated than
in plastics, where attempts
to make positive changes in one area
can adversely affect another. A switch
to alternative materials, for example,
may negatively impact food waste,
and modifications at the beginning
of the supply chain may have
unintended consequences further
down the line.

According to Mark Lancelott, plastics 
and sustainability expert at PA 
Consulting, the complexity of this 
issue makes it difficult for companies 
to know where to begin but the 
opportunities for sustainable growth 
are significant.

“Companies are starting to grasp 
the macro economic case for change, 
and they’re wondering how they 
turn that into action and how it 
affects next week, next month, and 
the next quarter,” he says. “There’s 
opportunity in sustainability but it 
means thinking differently about core 
offerings, looking at new technology, 
new ways of working with suppliers... 
How do you gauge this risk while also 
managing day to day commitments?”

One course of action favoured by 
many companies is to experiment 
with pilot projects, testing out 
different strategies in order to learn 
from their experiences. Nevertheless, 
even when these pilots are successful, 
organisations still face the challenge 
of integrating these operations into 
their mainstream business.

“There is also a commercial 
challenge surrounding how to build 
an investment case and get the 
right resources behind sustainability 
initiatives,” Lancelott adds. 
“Companies don’t necessarily have 
a great deal of in house innovation 
capability in this area and instead rely 
on their suppliers. When they start 
looking at change that doesn’t fit in 
with the existing products or supply 
chain, they struggle to know how to 
make innovation land within their 
organisation.”

The complexity of supply chains 
– especially at the level of global 
retailers and consumer goods 
manufacturers – only compounds 
this issue. Negotiating international 
boundaries and their respective 
legislative standards, and making 
comprehensive change across a 
range of diverse and often disparate 
operations, is a real headache for some 
of the world’s largest businesses. 

“There’s 
opportunity in 

sustainability but 
it means thinking 
differently about 

core offerings, 
looking at new 

technology, new 
ways of working 

with suppliers... ”

A complex issue

An important piece of the puzzle 
in the sustainability agenda is 
changing consumer attitudes towards 
environmental concerns. Increased 
awareness of climate change, waste 
and the exploitation of our planet’s 
resources is encouraging more 
consumers to back companies making 
an effort to do the right thing. While 
this puts an ever growing amount 
of purchasing power behind some 
sustainable businesses and their 
products, it is not a consistent 
picture across the board. Consumer 
conviction in this field can be a fickle 
beast. As Martyn White - Senior 
Sustainability Manager at John Lewis 
- explains, what consumers say and 
do are often very different.

“We are doing work to be more 
transparent about what we’re 
doing, mainly because customers 
are more interested. As the younger 
generations come through, their 
awareness and state of mind around 
the environment and traceability is 
much more apparent.”

“We do have a growing transition of 
customers becoming more concerned 
around this through product reviews 
and direct feedback. However, I’m 
yet to see it come through in the way 
that customers purchase products. I 
think consumers expect businesses to 
just take care of this sort of thing for 
them, and to make it easy for them.”

At businesses such as John Lewis, 
the status of company employees as 
partners also ensures that pressure 
for the sustainability agenda 
comes from within as well as from 
consumers. Internal commitments 
to sustainability can be huge driving 
forces towards environmental goals at 
the organisational level – in a perfect 
example of how business and purpose 
can, and should, align.

“In the last 12 months,” says White, 
the partner response to these issues 
is growing. We’re being challenged a 
lot more about what we’re doing and 
how we’re doing it.”

Changing consumer attitudes

“We’re being 
challenged a 

lot more about 
what we’re 

doing and how 
we’re doing it.”
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Evolving legislation  

“There are 
consultations going 

on that will lead 
to legislation. But 
we’re helping the 

government by 
feeding back on 

proposals. We’re 
always part of those 

conversations, so 
when legislation

comes in it’s never 
a shock to us.”

Legislation has an important role to 
play in the management of plastics 
and packaging materials and the 
search for sustainable solutions. In a 
recent example of the stark change 
of attitudes towards environmental 
concerns, the European Parliament 
voted to ban single use plastics in EU 
member states by 2021, as part of an 
effort to curb the 25 million tonnes 
of plastic waste generated in Europe 
each year.

While voluntary commitments 
from businesses are welcome, such 
legislation is necessary to push 
broad movements on waste in the 
right direction. This being said, it 
should not be the aim of businesses 
to merely fall in line with policy. 
Companies are ideally placed to 
understand the wider picture when 
it comes to plastic use, making them 
necessary contributors to legislative 
trends themselves.

As White of John Lewis notes, many 
larger businesses are currently 
helping to direct the conversation.

“There are consultations going on
that will lead to legislation. But we’re
helping the government by feeding
back on proposals. As part of the
British Retail Consortium, we consult
on what likely scenarios might
be. We’re always part of those
conversations, so when legislation
comes in it’s never a shock to us.”

At times, businesses are also aware 
that legislation does not go far 
enough. It therefore falls to individual 
companies to do what they can - and 
what they think is right. 

“Sometimes, we change our business 
models to be ahead of legislation,” 
says White, “for example, in the 
end of life recycling of packaging 
and waste electricals. There is no 
legislation in sofas, or in mattresses, 
but we take back mattresses from 
customers and make sure they are 
responsibly recycled.”
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Setting goals and ambition

Technology and innovation

When developing a more sustainable 
business, it is important to have 
specific goals to work towards. Along 
with pursuing internal targets and 
government driven directives, many 
companies choose to make public 
declarations of their commitment 
to the sustainability agenda. One 
such business is the food and drink 
giant Mondelez, which in October 
2018 promised that 100 per cent of 
its packaging materials would be 
recyclable by 2025.

In an additional commitment, the 
company pledged to source all of its 
fibre based materials from recycled 
or sustainable sources by 2020. 

As Jay Gouliard, Global Head of 
Packaging at Mondelez, notes – the 
business is already 97 per cent of the 
way towards this target.

“We have a really solid strategy based 
on reducing the amount of material 
that we use,” he says. “About 12 
months ago we shifted our mindset to 
making sure everything we produce 
can be recycled. That’s the natural 
evolution of the sustainability agenda 
in the world today.”

Technology clearly has a role to play 
in the evolving plastics landscape, 
as companies explore alternative 
materials, closed loop and updated 
recycling methods, and innovative 
business models based on the circular 
economy.   For example bio-based 
alternatives to plastics such as 
cellulose, pulp, corn starch and chitin 
hold promise. Each has its own 
specific barrier, surface and structural 
properties, which are valuable but 
do not yet align to those of currently 
used plastics. Similarly, increased use 
of technologies to deliver improved 
tracking, sorting, and cleaning post-
use could enable greater adoption of 
deposit return and recycling schemes.

“As part of our work with the UN 
Global Compact” explains PA’s 
Mark Lancelott “we have been 
exploring disruptive technologies 
to help organisations meet their 
sustainability goals.”  These 
disruptive technologies range from 
next generation robotics and AI 
to digital agriculture, big data and 
additive manufacturing. “All these 
technologies are mature enough to 
have a transformative effect in the 
short term”, says Lancelott “ so 
they will help companies meet their 
sustainability goals and grow in the 
markets of the future”

Promising to reduce the 
environmental impact of business 
operations is paramount, but Gouliard 
notes that companies don’t always 
know how they will achieve this.

“You have to make commitments 
without knowing exactly how to 
deliver those commitments,” he 
says. “We believe that over the 
next five to six years, technologies 
will develop and emerge that will 
allow us to get to where we need 
to be. We’re looking at different 
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.”

We are also actively working with 
external partners who work in the 
recycling industry, and those who 
are developing new technologies 
that would allow existing materials 
to be recycled regardless of their 
structures. A lot of our partnerships 
involve working with waste 
management firms, technology 
developers, or another consumer 
goods firm.
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How to engage with our research 

 Benchmarking tool

As part of the research being 
undertaken, we are creating 
a map of where companies 
currently see themselves on the 
path to having a sustainable 
business at their core. This 
will show different stages 
and elements of a company’s 
sustainable strategy and will 
be a useful internal indicator 
for companies taking part 
to benchmark their relative 
situation, gaps and future 
progress.

To be part of the anonymous 
benchmark you simply need to 
answer 4 questions online, where 
you will also be given the option 
to receive the results before our 
full findings are published.

Answer the questions at https://
www.surveymonkey.co.uk/r/
disruption-sustainable or email 
media@disruptionhub.com for 
further information.

  Workshop

We invite leaders from brands,
retailers and across the supply
chain to join with us to share
solutions and develop new
ideas together at a Central
London Workshop in June.
Drawing on the main themes of
the research programme, this
event will promote constructive
discussion around plastics and
the sustainability agenda. It will
serve as a forum for attendees’
collective experience, helping
leaders to connect with cross
industry peers facing the same
questions.

Email media@disruptionhub.com 
if you would like to attend.

  Report

 
Our research report will respond 
to the question:  “How are 
organisations navigating the 
swell of consumer activism, 
impending legislation and 
technological advancement 
in the pursuit of sustainable 
growth when it comes to 
plastics?” It will look at the 
key challenges, share practical 
examples of how leaders in this 
area are overcoming them and 
find out about their strategies 
for success.

Email media@disruptionhub.com 
if you would like a copy of the 
report.
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PA Consulting is collaborating with D/SRUPTION on a research project to facilitate a greater 
understanding of how to develop and communicate new solutions to the complex issues around  
plastics and packaging and sustainability. The programme will explore in detail the challenges faced by 
companies in this space, as well as the real opportunities for profitable growth. The project will provide 
support to sustainability, packaging and operations leaders in organisations across industries in the 
following ways:
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ABOUT PA.

An innovation and transformation consultancy, we believe in the power of ingenuity to build a positive human 
future in a technology-driven world. 
 
As strategies, technologies and innovation collide, we create opportunity from complexity. 
 
Our diverse teams of experts combine innovative thinking and breakthrough technologies to progress further, 
faster. Our clients adapt and transform, and together we achieve enduring results.
 
We are over 2,800 specialists in consumer, defence and security, energy and utilities, financial services, 
government, healthcare, life sciences, manufacturing, and transport, travel and logistics. And we operate 
globally from offices across the Americas, Europe, the Nordics and the Gulf. 
 
PA. Bringing Ingenuity to Life.

ABOUT D/SRUPTION

D/SRUPTION is a business intelligence service for individuals and organisations looking to deepen their 
understanding of emerging technologies, new business models and what it takes to scale innovation in the 
21st century. 

Since 2015, we have provided business leaders the information, insights, connections and inspiration that 
have helped them navigate the rapidly changing business world.

D/SRUPTION resources include a print magazine, website, and series of events including Disruption Summit 
Europe and DisruptionX, the premier business experience programme. 

paconsulting.com


