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Uncertainty defines our time. From global geopolitical developments such as the re-election of

Donald Trump and imposed trade tariffs to more localised, industry specific issues like the

Plastic Packaging Tax and revised Extended Producer Responsibility, businesses are navigating

an increasingly complex terrain. In such a climate, it is essential to pause and reflect on the

future we want to shape.

Western business culture is deeply rooted in analytical decision making, relying on data, charts,

and financial forecasts to guide strategic choices. Yet this approach can overlook the broader

shifts unfolding around us. In contrast, some Asian leaders and governments have embraced a

different mindset, one that involves creative thinking and imagining alternative futures (Raimond

1996; Anderson &Johnson 1997). This futuring process explores what is possible, plausible,

probable and most importantly, preferable (Bell 1998). It prepares organisations to manage

uncertainty by envisioning diverse outcomes and actively shaping their desired future.

When it comes to environmental sustainability, the stakes are high and few understand this

better than the packaging industry. The drive to eliminate plastic pollution was only the

beginning. It uncovered the complexity of value chains, regulatory frameworks, and consumer

behaviours, and highlighted the urgent need for more systemic, science based environmental

action, from protecting food resources to decarbonising supply chains. What is required now is

nothing short of a comprehensive, society wide green transition.

While Future Studies remain primarily academic, Future Foresight offers a practical toolkit that

helps organisations build resilient business strategies. It does not predict the future; rather, it

brings to light potential challenges and explores how organisations can prepare. Its strength lies

in exploration, anticipating what could happen, and identifying ways to respond. Why is this

important? Because prepared businesses are not only more resilient, they are also more

profitable.

This report draws on insights from a group of senior industry leaders who participated in the

Future of Packaging programme with the Retail Institute. Their diverse expertise and

perspectives shaped a shared ambition: to collaborate, learn, and take future oriented action

that aligns our goals. Together, they explored how we might co create the best case scenario for

our collective future. And even amid the uncertainties and risks, we discovered hope—

confidence that there is still time, and a strong will within the packaging industry to help shape

a better, more sustainable world for future generations.

FOREWORD
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INTRODUCTION
The Collaborative Industry Group for the Future of Packaging began in January 2024 and
concluded in September of the same year. Comprised of senior leaders from across the FMCG
supply chain, the group participated in a structured, academically moderated programme
exploring future-focused thinking around sustainability in the packaging sector.

A similar initiative was led by the Retail Institute in 2020, albeit using different Futures
methods. That earlier group identified a nexus of interdependent topics: consumer behaviour
and sustainable communication, diversity in packaging materials, environmental performance
metrics, evolving regulation, fragmented waste management systems, and the need for
organisational change across the stakeholder landscape. Discussions at the time highlighted
the complex and deeply interwoven nature of the plastic pollution problem—its connections to
social, economic, political, and environmental systems made it resistant to simple solutions.
There is no “silver bullet.” This complexity introduces both the risks of inaction and the
potential for unintended consequences from action, much of which lies beyond the control of
packaging producers, brands, and retailers.

All these characteristics define the plastics challenge as a “Wicked Problem.” The plastic
pollution issue is embedded in the global economic system, relies on the behaviours of
consumers, and localised end-of-life processing capabilities. In the UK, the latter tends to be in
control of devolved governments, often suffering from underfunding, stipulating economic
prioritisation for recyclability, which varies in approaches per region, and nationally lacking
consistency in data on collected material. This brings us to another defining factor of our
“wickedness” – the uncertainty and unpredictability of the problem. The first Collaborative
group provided clarity on the individual components of the plastics issue and the
interdependencies between them. This second group built on that foundation and pushed
further.

The Retail Institute proposed a Futures and Foresight Learning (FFL) approach to a new group
of representatives from businesses and trade associations across the retail and packaging
supply chain. Our aim was to introduce a different, more strategic and systemic thinking tool.
Given that Leeds Business School has the benefit of Professor Jeff Gold, a renowned futurist
and published expert in leadership, organisational change, and action learning, we invited him
to collaborate on this industry-facing programme. Each participant in the group brought deep
expertise in their respective area of FMCG, shedding light on different parts of the packaging
puzzle.
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One could argue that with so many experts in our boardroom, who have extensive experience in

leading their organisations and in-depth knowledge of sustainability in packaging, made the

process redundant, as it would be enough to gather their views on what is required to move

forward. 

The challenge lays in catalysing strategic thinking across institutional boundaries, particularly

among organisations used to operating in silos. How could we collectively address a

multifaceted societal issue like environmental pollution? The systemic nature of the problem

demands a new way of thinking and working—collaborative, transparent, and cross-sector.

Changing the 'business as usual' mindset across competitive entities is no small feat.

Understandably, in times of uncertainty, change can be perceived as a risk. Yet inaction carries

its own risk—arguably greater, because it embeds itself into organisational culture.

This resistance to change is often shaped by the “Status Quo bias”, a cognitive preference for

maintaining existing conditions even when alternatives offer potential benefits (Samuelson and

Zeckhauser, 1988). Boardrooms can be further influenced by other cognitive tendencies.

“Confirmation bias”, the tendency to interpret information in ways that affirm existing beliefs,

can stifle innovation and objectivity, particularly visible in debates over the merits of different

packaging materials (Nickerson, 1998). Another common cognitive pitfall is the “Optimism bias”,

where leaders overestimate the likelihood of success and underestimate risk, leading to poor

preparation and unrealistic expectations (Sharot, 2011). Finally, there’s the paradox of expertise.

Organisations are full of knowledgeable professionals—an undeniable asset. Yet, when it comes

to addressing wicked problems, expertise can also become a limitation. Experts often operate

within established frameworks, which can inadvertently constrain judgment and hinder

openness to new ideas. Overconfidence in familiar approaches can lead to missed opportunities

for innovation and collaboration.

All of these cognitive and structural complexities point to the need for stepping beyond what is

familiar. Addressing sustainability challenges in packaging requires us to adopt new mindsets,

develop shared understanding, and embrace new ways of solving problems—together.
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FUTURES & FORESIGHT
The Futures and Foresight Learning (FFL) was the approach used for the ‘Future of Packaging’ programme with 16

industry professionals. Throughout seven sessions spread bi-monthly within a year, we facilitated a series of

Futures tasks and discussions using a variety of FFL methods. The result of our work is summarised in this report,

with the core aims of the project to map optimal outcomes for the packaging industry projecting into the year

2034. The generation of desirable future scenarios ascertained the number of actions that need to happen in the

next 10 years. The systemic overview of the challenges means that this report will cover a range of themes, from

consumer behaviour to self-sufficiency challenges in the UK to waste value chains.  

Both the action research and analysis of information generated by the groups provided rich data, which is mapped

in this publication with the aim of highlighting the systemic dependencies and interconnectivity and the changes

that must happen to ensure a sustainable future – both in the business and environmental sense. Notes were

taken from each of the seven sessions and group members provided further information through follow-up

research undertaken between each session. All of this data was collected and analysed thematically so that the

current context, potential future scenarios and actions to advance packaging sustainability could be summarised

comprehensively. This led to the chapters and sub-headings found in this report. Many of the topics are inter-

related, with cross-cutting issues reflected in the chapter on ‘principles for collaborative action’. The analysis is

also represented in our ‘Future of Packaging systemic model’ (Figure 1). This encapsulates the interrelated nature

of ‘the packaging system’, acknowledging important roles in achieving circular outcomes for government, the

public, and industry both as collective entities and individual organisations. The arrows in the model demonstrate

the influence that each element has over others. For example, public attitudes influence political decision making

and the legislation that comes from that has an impact on industry and the waste system. To produce the agreed

outcomes, we need strong, reliable evidence and leadership and to enhance organisational capabilities, whether

it’s through better knowledge, skills or technological capacity. Agreed outcomes must be based on good evidence

and leadership. The report’s recommendations relate to each element of this model.
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Figure 1: Future of Packaging systemic model



FUTURE OF PACKAGING 2025 RECOMMENDATIONS

PAGE

THE PACKAGING SYSTEM 
The collective packaging, retail supply chain 

and the waste industry working collaboratively.

INDUSTRY AND THE GOVERNMENT’S ROLE

Industry must drive change, rather than rely on government action. 

Industry should work with government to develop future national self-sufficiency in

sourcing and processing packaging materials. 

Enable new methods for domestic manufacturing and circular economy practices.

Develop localised supply chains to minimise risks of global disruptions as well as

scope 3 carbon emissions. 

Collectively develop circularity on a systemic level to prevent waste of valuable

resources. 

Learn from successful reuse systems and work on effective models, systems and

packaging design

COMMUNICATION AND COLLABORATION

Build trust with stakeholders through collaboration across society and sectors

(industry, government, academia and NGOs), using scientific evidence, eliminating green-

washing and ensuring integrity and consistency when communicating environmental

goals and progress on these with the public. 

Coordinate communication with policymakers to provide a balanced and representative

case from the whole sector and set an example for sustainable transition that other

sectors can follow.

Appoint a trusted spokesperson for the packaging industry to convey the complexities

of the sustainable transition in FMCG goods. 

Recognise that circularity depends on industry collaboration.

Create an independent body to work towards “project by project circularity for all

packaging materials”. This would gather evidence and share learning on problems

and solutions for national policy and sustainable packaging solutions. 

ESTABLISHING STANDARDS

Work with government, universities and non-governmental organisations to standardise

packaging and its related measures and systems.

Align organisational goals and actions for greater supply chain harmonisation. 

This could be achieved with action learning groups for cross-organisational learning

and consistency, to achieve circularity and efficiency of materials and formats. 

Cooperate across supply chains to help all partners to reduce Scope 1, 2 and 3 emissions. 
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GOVERNMENT 
This applies to all governmental institutions in the UK.

SPENDING

Invest in scientific research and support academic facilitation of multi-stakeholder groups,

including policymakers, to ensure representation of interests in sharing knowledge,

shaping policy and embedding better environmental skills and solutions. 

EPR and the polluter pays principle should ensure funding for the waste management

industry and a reliable flow of post-consumer waste. 

Funding support for innovation in recycling technologies of existing materials to enable true

circularity, whilst making the secondary materials market financially viable to enterprises. 

Develop a strategy for UK self-sufficiency in packaging, incorporating spending plans and

standardisation measures.

FUTURE OF PACKAGING 2025 RECOMMENDATIONS

STANDARDISATION

Lead the process of defining and agreeing environmental principles and communicating key

messages to all involved, including the public. 

Provide official guidance on a standard approach to LCA for packaging materials to provide

greater clarity in design decisions, rationalise the range of materials in use, and streamline

waste collections and materials sent for recycling, thus enhancing their value.

Develop a strategy for standardisation and investment in waste management processing in

the UK, ensuring the same types of materials are consistently collected at the kerbside and

recycled at the end of life. 

Develop more considered waste management approaches for food waste, enable

initiatives that target the creation of value from waste, ban some of the hardest to

recycle plastics and invest in national infrastructure and technology. 

Standardise packaging materials and formats based on solutions that fulfil circular

economy criteria to focus industry efforts and, by optimising and sharing technology and

recycling equipment, improve efficiencies and boost the value of collected waste. 

Simplify pack formats to aid alignment of the packaging and retail sectors. 

This includes replacing complex, difficult-to-recycle multi-polymer packaging with

mono-polymers and design for the ease of consumer and waste management

practices. 

Regulate to provide a road map of preferred materials, enabling research & development

into sustainable alternatives. 

Fiscal incentives and grants can encourage businesses to develop and use sustainable

materials. 
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FUTURE OF PACKAGING 2025 RECOMMENDATIONS

ENCOURAGING TRUST

Legislate to define and curb greenwashing to enhance public trust in packaging.

Integrate a better understanding of the complexities of packaging and the waste system

into policy.

Legislative tools that offer incentives, capacity building, public education, targets or

regulation should be evidence-based and incorporate understanding of human

behaviour to limit uncertainty for businesses. 

Consider how government can support circular, closed-loop and reuse systems, which

could transform entire supply chains from how goods are designed to how they are

recycled. 

PACKAGING ORGANISATIONS 

Individual organisations and trade associations, industry

bodies in packaging, the retail supply chain and waste.

TAKING RESPONSIBILITY

Recognise that circularity depends on industry collaboration and that industry is the

catalyst for change. 

Be open to collaboration, learning and sharing what works (and what does not)

across the supply chain, with dedicated representation from senior decision makers.

Accept responsibility as manufacturers and retailers for the recycling of their products

and recognise the benefits of removing waste from operations. 

Ensure strong leadership and environmental advocacy within the organisation to maintain

momentum and increase engagement with stakeholders over time. 

Continuously innovate in incorporating renewable energy to help businesses to meet net

zero targets.

Find ways to mitigate risks around consumer acceptance of new solutions, such as refill

systems.

PLANNING FOR A SUSTAINABLE FUTURE

Implement long-term planning tools, that include considerations for continuous learning

and upskilling employees to manage new complexities. 

Allow for flexibility in planning and the potential of occasional failure to aid the learning

process. 

Where necessary, change the organisational culture by bringing more awareness on

practicalities, attitudes and the other barriers to overcome in working towards circularity. 
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FUTURE OF PACKAGING 2025 RECOMMENDATIONS

LEAD WITH A VISION

Leadership and vision are needed for all sectors, including government, industry,

academia and NGOs. 

This can be supported by academically facilitated groups (Action Learning).  

Academia and NGOs to collaborate to help inform potential solutions, combining

associated strengths in research, relationships with industry and campaigning. 

Evaluate waste interventions, including educational and recycling-boosting campaigns,

and use examples of successful initiatives to promote further interventions.
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EVIDENCE AND LEADERSHIP 
Applies to all sectors and organisations. 

USE GOOD EVIDENCE

Follow principles of evidence-based decision-making and develop consistent messages

for appropriate communication channels.

Make collective, evidence-based cases for sustainable products.

Establish scientifically informed and standardised Life Cycle Assessments for each

product & packaging to develop an evidence base for sustainable innovation. 

This evidence will inform long-term planning and help policymakers and

practitioners find solutions that solve urgent global environmental problems while

managing the local consequences of those solutions. This will also empower

consumers to make better environmental choices at the point of purchase. 

Universities to generate independent, empirically tested evidence to inform strategies,

and practice and communication with the public and media.

Support and encourage the media to report balanced and reliable information on

sustainable consumption and recycling practices.
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FUTURE OF PACKAGING 2025 RECOMMENDATIONS

PUBLIC PERCEPTIONS
Actions relating to enhancing public awareness, understanding and behaviours

relating to packaging sustainability.

Awareness-raising initiatives and education to inform consumers about their role in

environmental protection and ensuring the success of packaging and waste initiatives. 

Encourage public recognition of what actions are taken to reduce the environmental

impact of packaging and how consumer choices can impact the planet. 

A public awareness campaign, promoted through television or other entertainment

services, that presents the industry’s case for making packaging more sustainable. 

Educational institutions should aim to improve environmental literacy across all

programmes, including the role of packaging and how waste is processed. 

Anti-littering campaigns in schools and communities, based on research into effective

educational programmes for the different consumer demographics. 

Collaborative communication campaigns between universities, industry, NGOs and

councils about the correct way to recycle household waste. 

Identify public figures or organisations that can explain or advocate industry actions on

packaging sustainability, encouraging more balanced perceptions of packaging.
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Fiona DobsonVictoria Callaghan
Senior Manager Packaging

Development and Print

MEMBERS OF THE GROUP 
The members of our Collaborative Group for the Future of Packaging gathered representatives across the fast-

moving consumer goods (FMCG) supply chain and packaging-related trade associations. These individuals, who

hold senior positions in national and global companies, have shown dedication to transforming their thinking on

what encompasses sustainable packaging through Futures and Foresight action learning. Throughout the

programme, they have showcased their expertise and deployed critical and creative thinking to unpick the wicked

problem of sustainable packaging. This has prepared them to take future action within their own areas of

influence. 

Dan Barnes
(Former) Procurement Manager,

Packaging 
Market Development Manager 

Jason Forrester

Packaging Manager

Bruce Funnell 

(Former) Head of Packaging Nestle,
Packaging Expert 

Russell Granville

R&D Fellow at Amcor
Flexibles
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Brian Lodge Lisa Mead

Head of Sustainability
 

Lucy Shepherd

Patrick Heskins
Chief Executive Director of Packaging 

Julia O’Loughlin Adam Robinson
Group Marketing Manager 

Helen Nickells 
Packaging Development

Controller UK

Darren Shepherd
National Membership

Development Director 
Head of Packaging

Debbie Waldron-Hoines
FIA UK Consultant CEO

Head of Packaging 
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ACADEMIC TEAM 

Prof Jeff Gold 

Professor of Organisational 
Learning 

Olga Munroe Dr Ben Mitchell 

Head of the Retail
Institute 

Research Fellow at the
Retail Institute 

REPORT  INTRODUCTION 
The contemporary context of the packaging industry and the waste system provides a baseline for

understanding the Future of Packaging. Members of the collaborative group discussed their current challenges

and past experiences, and this helped to identify possible goals and other outcomes expected from the coming

decade. Each section of this report summarises the existing challenges that were discussed and the future

outcomes that the group identified as either plausible or desirable. The mechanisms and processes that could

produce those outcomes, such as policies, innovations and the context in which they are implemented are also

considered. 
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CONSUMERS AND WASTE PROBLEMS



The future of packaging is tied to waste problems and public perceptions.

Issues like pollution and littering are widely recognised, undeniable and very

difficult to resolve. The public has a significant influence both through views

on plastics and packaging and as consumers and processors of waste.

Future attitudes and behaviour depend on trust in the packaging system and

the evidence provided on causes and solutions to the waste problem. 

INTRODUCTION

WASTE PROBLEMS
The first collaborative group on the future of packaging came together in 

response to calls to end plastic production and concerns about the danger of 

switching to ineffective alternatives that could have an even worse environmental impact. Since then, while

industry has continued to experiment with and produce many sustainable packaging solutions, the problems

caused by packaging waste and other plastics have grown further. According to the Organisation for Economic

Cooperation and Development (OECD), more than a fifth of the World’s plastic waste is mismanaged, with around

two-thirds sent to landfill or incinerated [1]. Analysis by the Pew Charitable Trusts suggests that the flow of

plastic into Oceans will triple between 2020 and 2040, highlighting the lack of access to waste collection

systems among more than a quarter of the global population [2]. These problems are significant for the health of

the planet. WWF states that it will contribute to ongoing mass extinction leading to ecosystem collapse [3] .

These challenges have many complex causes. Economic activity creates many externalities and there are market-

based reasons relating to the demand for convenient goods and capital. Pollution problems are far from exclusive

to packaging as about 36% of plastics, according to the UN Environment Programme, are used in packaging[4].

Added to this are the highly variable waste collection systems, both internationally and within individual countries.

Littering is a perennial ‘wicked problem’, linked to which is the intricacy of consumer behaviour. There are also many

policy complexities, with political pressures, limited budgets and multi-layered legislative systems. For packaging

professionals, the challenge of matching material properties to product requirements is made more difficult, albeit

necessary, by adding new environmental restrictions. 

Pollution problems extend well beyond packaging, although

packaging accounts for approximately 36% of all plastic use,

according to the UN Environment Programme.
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The views and actions of the public are an essential aspect of ensuring a positive future for packaging. The

general population’s role in the group’s discussions related mostly to behaviour as packaging consumers, although

public attitudes more generally have stimulated debate and demand for action on plastic pollution. Such views

have influenced government policy making with greater awareness of plastic pollution leading to legislation on

single-use plastic and planned deposit return schemes. As consumers, people influence the packaging industry

with expectations that businesses will make their products more sustainable. Through recycling and other

behaviours at a pack’s end of life, consumers also have a crucial role in the effectiveness and circularity of

packaging design. Therefore, a strong understanding of how public perceptions form and how it impacts their

consumption behaviour is vital for securing positive sustainable outcomes. 

The collaborative group analysed the current state of consumer perceptions and how they are affecting decision

making in the packaging industry. There was a perception that some consumers are frustrated at the lack of

apparent change since plastic pollution became a prominent issue. While there was belief that progress has been

made, there was concern that consumer frustrations and disillusionment could reduce engagement with the issue

and lead to a fall in recycling rates. The group recognised that scepticism is likely when there are visible

inconsistencies in the way waste is collected, with growing awareness that a proportion of it does not become

recycled as expected. In addition, greater awareness of greenwashing has made consumers cynical about claims

by businesses, meaning that trust in the packaging system is under threat. From the industry perspective, there is

a feeling of being misrepresented in the media, with anti-plastic rhetoric having become the leading narrative on

the issue. Some criticism is often not sufficiently evidence-based and there is a tendency for use of emotive

messages and images. 

CONSUMER PERCEPTIONS

The group identified a gap in consumer knowledge relating to the

complexities of packaging design and collection systems, with people

unaware that some products and systems are designed to prevent other

types of negative environmental externalities such as emissions, food waste

or pollution. Retailers and packaging industry suppliers are also concerned

about the consequences of simply following consumer demand. There is also

a gap in perceptions of what is ‘environmentally friendly’. There was

consensus in the group that consumers lack access to independent, ‘fact

based’ information sources that provide an impartial view of packaging

sustainability.
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Some sustainable packaging solutions depend on consumer agreement and tangible change to make them viable.

The group discussed examples of more sustainable products and systems failing because of lack of trust or

understanding, or the greater inconvenience for consumers. Considering modern time constraints and people

being accustomed to products being as easy to purchase, transport, consume and recycle as possible, there is

considerable risk for retailers in removing any of that convenience. To reduce that risk calls for high-quality

evidence demonstrating that consumers would change as needed. Considering that many goods have distinct

packaging specifications, it is important to understand what works in many different circumstances. Along with

analysis of macro- and micro-level consumption patterns, examples of successful initiatives would be key to that

evidence base.
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For stakeholders to agree shared goals requires trust and reliable evidence on the causes of environmental

problems and their solutions. However, the collaborative group was concerned about the possibility of emotions

having more influence than science in public decision making. This was summed up in the comment of one group

member who noted that legislation has a crucial role in pushing forward packaging sustainability. However, he

commented that “selling an idea to the government is the hard thing. Government does not work on science; they

work on what is popular. Awareness in society is needed”. There was also frustration that the findings of well-

conducted research are sometimes used unrepresentatively to create shock headlines that sway consumers

excessively against plastic. The concern was that popularity-based legislation could restrict the options available

to businesses, meaning that they are compelled to use packaging materials that create unwanted effects such as

food waste, price rises or increased emissions. Regulations need to be designed based on the strengths and

weaknesses of all the available options. However, there are many other factors influencing choice of materials and

packaging design, including differences in international and devolved nations’ regulations and waste systems, and

in retailers’ targets and specifications. Such convolution could create endless delay to much-needed legislation

that will guide industry towards shared goals and practices.

Consequently, the collaborative group agreed on the need for reliable, independently collated evidence to inform

decisions affecting all areas of the packaging value chain. Evidence is needed on the extent, causes and effects of

packaging pollution. It is needed to measure each product’s lifecycle impact accurately. It is needed to

demonstrate the probable effects of sustainable innovations. Evidence should inform long-term planning and help

policy makers and practitioners to find solutions that solve urgent global environmental problems while managing

the local consequences of those solutions. While there should be standard measures of sustainability, such as

lifecycle assessments, all kinds of evidence should be used to provide insight into what works in different

circumstances. There should be investment in scientific research but also collaboration between industry,

academia, policy makers and other interest groups to verify evidence and agree on its implications. 

Trust was a word that was used frequently in the group’s discussions. Ensuring that 

sustainable actions work requires trust being maintained between stakeholders. Business and 

political leaders must behave authentically if the public is to cooperate according to 

environmental interventions.  This not only applies to using evidence appropriately, it also 

means avoiding greenwashing and being consistent between words and actions. 

Clear legislation to curb greenwashing would be welcome as it would improve confidence in 

the packaging and waste systems. The group also suggested that consumers and campaigning non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs) should have places on corporate boards. 

EVIDENCE & TRUST 
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The group identified a need for trusted public figures to help in explaining the perspectives and actions of

manufacturers and retailers relating to packaging. It noted the influence of trusted celebrities in highlighting

environmental problems. The packaging industry needs an equivalent figure to explain why the materials that

industry uses are better for the environment than ending the use of plastic completely. Such a figure, or trusted

organisation, would require the support of independent bodies providing objective evidence. The industry also

needs to find compelling ways of communicating with policy makers and consumers to compete with the power of

critical messages and imagery. The collaborative group does not deny the impact of packaging polluting the

environment. There is simply a desire to make the case that solutions are nuanced and different for each situation,

rather than a blanket approach of banning plastics altogether.

Evidence should inform long-

term planning and help policy

makers and practitioners find

solutions that solve urgent

global environmental problems

while managing the local

consequences of those

solutions.
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 While there should be standard

measures of sustainability, such

as lifecycle assessments, all

kinds of evidence should be used

to provide insight into what

works in different

circumstances. 



THE PACKAGING SYSTEM
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The collaborative group often noted frustrations with the current waste infrastructure. Although campaigners

contend that significantly limiting the production of plastic is the only/best way to solve the crisis, industry’s

response is to contend that resolving the flaws of waste management could significantly reduce pollution,

littering and unnecessary amounts of waste going to landfill or incineration. It is only when these problems are

addressed, it is argued, that there can be hope of improvement. The disjointed nature of the waste system was

identified as the most fundamental problem. Organisations, including retailers and manufacturers, operating

within this value chain do not currently cooperate sufficiently to ensure that products are designed for effective

end use, that waste collections are uniform, trusted and people adhere to them, and that everyone is working

according to the same definitions of sustainability standards.  Other issues, including waste finances, the need for

investment, balancing sustainability outcomes such as food waste and carbon emissions and international

differences, all make it harder to harmonise the waste system.

Although campaigners contend that significantly limiting
the production of plastic is the only/best way to solve the
crisis, industry’s response is to contend that resolving the

flaws of waste management could significantly reduce
pollution, littering and unnecessary amounts of waste

going to landfill or incineration.

INTRODUCTION

Packaging
System

The ‘packaging system’ consists of the packaging industry, its value chain and waste management. From design

and manufacture to consumption and disposal, recycling or reuse, the packaging system involves many

stakeholders and complex challenges. This chapter summarises the present waste infrastructure, both in the UK

and internationally, along with issues relating to supply chains and the motivations and capacities of businesses.

The group highlighted some of the alternative methods and technologies that government and industry could

support and grow to make packaging more sustainable, and what it would take to ensure this. These relate to

both waste management and new packaging materials and formats, including reuse and refill systems. 

Many factors determine the effectiveness of such innovations, including the capacity of organisations 

to plan for change and implement new ideas.

 WASTE ECONOMY & INFRASTRUCTURE
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Supply chains make it vital contribution to packaging sustainability and changing how they operate is important for

further progress. Businesses need suppliers that help them to meet their corporate goals and suppliers need to be

able to anticipate the standards that they must meet. The group frequently referred to value chains, which is an

expression of providing value beyond the logistical aspects of the supply chain. A further concept refers to the

‘system’ or ‘systemic change’, which also recognises the  interconnectivity of businesses as suppliers and customers

and their linkage to consumers, government and, in the case of packaging, the waste system. Systemic change,

which might be stimulated directly through planned interventions, or less directly through technological disruption

and global economic shifts, is likely to affect relationships both in the supply chain and the wider value chain. In

recent years, following the pandemic and international conflicts, supply chains have experienced significant

disruption due to material shortages and diversion of shipping lines. There is a feeling among many businesses that

they need to protect themselves against such crises by trading closer to home, although this could limit their offer to

customers. 

SUPPLY CHAINS

Improving connections between organisations in the packaging system requires a vision for the future waste market,

including better sorting and decontamination methods and alignment of packaging and waste processes. It would be

a future in which, for example, new companies can come into the market, knowing they will receive good quality

material to recycle, and local authorities will have a stronger connection to business systems. In addition, companies

will know what the cost will be associated with using a particular type of material and be able to easily report the

carbon impact of what they sell. 

The ‘standardisation’ of packaging materials, which would limit the range in common use, could help to simplify the

collection and sorting process. Standard measures of sustainability would also help to align the goals of different

organisations. In addition, more needs to be understood about the potential effectiveness of chemical recycling,

which has some promise as a solution to tackling hard-to-recycle materials. However, there are complexities relating

to commercial viability and energy usage, among others. Increasing the value of waste is another way that the

system could meet more ambitious targets. The mechanisms for achieving that are complex as taxation can create

unintended consequences and revenue is not always guaranteed to be invested where it is most needed. More

learning is also needed about what would encourage consumers to behave in a way that increases recycling rates

and reduces littering. It appears that more effective systems would generate greater confidence among the public.

Resolving global waste management problems would also enhance trust. 
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A key observation made by the group is that organisations often do what is in their interests without thinking

about the supply chain as a whole. The reverse can also be true with some parts sometimes ignored. While plenty

of organisations are working to improve the sustainability of their operations, these initiatives may create

contradictions if there are differences in favoured materials or operating methods.  Aligned goals and actions can

enable greater supply chain harmonisation. Existing market mechanisms for achieving this include retailers’

sustainable packaging specifications and the logistical coordination of transport and crates. Forthcoming

legislation could also create the incentives and penalties needed to align the system. However, businesses in the

supply chain still could be more willing to engage in the systemic change required to produce environmental

improvements. For example, closed-loop recycling or reuse systems change supply patterns for all involved, from

designers to recyclers. There are likely to be conflicting pressures, especially from international supply chain

diversification, with regions of the world working to different standards. Simplification of pack formats could aid

alignment, but could also create complexities for businesses operating in multiple markets. There are also impacts

for individual businesses to manage, such as the maintenance of brand identity when products become more alike.

Moreover, keeping standards and behaviours aligned within the supply chain might appear to be simple compared

with when products enter the world of consumers.

BUSINESS CAPACITY & PLANNING

The 2020 report from the first Collaborative Group on the Future of Packaging identified organisational change as

an important factor in achieving sustainable goals. It also recognised that this requires significant shifts in

organisational culture, with sustainability built into strategies to enhance commercial viability. The discussions of

the 2024 group suggest that many businesses still face similar issues. However, the experience of the intervening

years has brought greater understanding of the practicalities, attitudes and other barriers that businesses must

overcome.

Probably the greatest barrier is the trade-off between sustainability and profits, with shareholder interests often

preventing the investments or risks needed to innovate.  This extends to all kinds of business, including waste

management where profits depend on the commercial viability of recycled materials. The idea was raised that

‘industry works on imperative’ in that profits and legislation, rather than trust, will drive decisions. Some group

members had experienced an attitude towards the packaging industry that it exists as a service to help its

customers make a profit and nothing more. Therefore, the practicalities and feasibility of sustainable innovations

are defined financially, with businesses seeking the ‘right conditions’ in which they can confidently introduce a

new packaging format. 
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The group perceived a prevalent unwillingness to be first to introduce a new approach, although many are happy

to be second once the concept has been proven to work commercially. This creates a ‘lowest common

denominator’ tendency in which the cheapest reliable material or format is most used among competitors. The

situation discourages innovation and a temptation for businesses to simply ‘hide behind the rules’ and wait for

legislation to enforce change. Given an apparent tendency for government to leave it to the market, progress can

reach an impasse. 

While these observations appear critical of packaging industry businesses, the lack of radical shifts in packaging

approaches is understandable given the complexity of issues the industry faces. In addition to recent economic

pressures, businesses have to consider limited budgets for research and development, price fluctuations, geo-

political disruption, business targets, net zero targets, brand identity and the regulatory context. Smaller

businesses have little capacity to act and must be reactive rather than proactive. The need to upskill is continual

but the packaging industry has well-documented struggles in attracting new talent to the sector. As noted

elsewhere, consumer understanding of sustainable packaging is also a significant problem. The group noted

several examples of new packaging formats, designed to reduce weight or plastic use, or improve recyclability,

that consumers have rejected because it affected how they use the product. A smaller aerosol can with the same

amount of product was not trusted, a more recyclable plastic that blocked the view of the produce was not

bought and reduced plastic formats and tethered bottle caps have led to complaints. As with some refillable

packaging systems, many of these attempts have been abandoned for now. 

Improving packaging sustainability is dependent on these constraints and problems being managed effectively.

This includes taking a longer-term approach by investing in R&D, planning for future moves to circularity and

developing collaborations built on transparency and trust. Businesses can gain motivation from accepting their

responsibility as manufacturers for the recycling of their products and recognising the cost benefits of removing

waste from their operations. They would also benefit from clearer guidance from government and the scientific

community on sustainable priorities and the carbon impact of packaging alternatives. However, rather than

waiting for the right conditions, more businesses need to create them themselves.
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Systemic change acknowledges the interconnected nature of businesses—as

suppliers, customers, and key players linked to consumers, government, and, in

the case of packaging, the waste management system. Such change may be driven

by deliberate interventions or emerge indirectly through technological disruption

and global economic shifts. Regardless of its origin, systemic change is likely to

reshape relationships across both supply chains and broader value chains.



With much to consider on ways of enhancing future sustainability, good planning will be essential. The group

distinguished between short- to medium term planning, for adaptation to steady evolution, and longer-term

planning which includes preparation for significant upheaval. The challenge of long-term planning includes the

cost of investment in infrastructure and technology, maintaining the engagement of stakeholders who might

focus on more immediate concerns, and ensuring that plans and messaging remain consistent. Packaging

businesses must also be sufficiently flexible to periodically reassess their chosen direction to ensure it fits with

agreed industry and customer objectives. Members of the collaborative group noted the implications for

themselves as packaging professionals within the organisational context. The balance between long-term

planning and maintaining flexibility calls for continual learning and upskilling to manage new complexities.

Embedding circularity principles and using reliable data will support practitioners through this, helping to avoid

knee-jerk decisions. There also must be acceptance that some innovations fail and that important learning will

come through such failure. Individuals must advocate for trying new approaches to maintain momentum and

tackle scepticism. Much progress to greater packaging sustainability is likely to be incremental and planning

according to clear and achievable sector goals will provide step-by-step guidance.
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The development of sustainable materials and shifts into new formats are at the centre of discussions about

achieving circularity in packaging. The analysis undertaken by members of the collaborative group highlighted the

challenges of switching and the standards that alternative materials and formats must meet. Plastics that are

currently in use meet various product requirements including minimising costs, lightweighting, product protection

(including meeting food safety regulations), ease of use by consumers (portability, opening and closing) and, in

some cases, recyclability. However, the group acknowledged that the diversity of polymers is unsustainable given

that recycling systems cannot manage a wide range of plastics. Added to this is the challenge of recycling flexible

plastics that have limited value in the market for waste materials and some packaging is hard to recycle as they

contain multiple layers of different polymers. 

The search for alternative materials and formats includes considerations of paper or metal-based packaging, bio-

sourced and biodegradable plastics, switching to mono-layer plastics and reuse and refill systems. Each option

has strengths and weaknesses in relation to both functionality and sustainability. Non-plastic and biodegradable

packaging have the advantage of avoiding the negative impacts of plastic pollution and contamination. However,

limitations include higher carbon footprint for manufacture and/or transportation, less optimal product protection

or functionality and limited application in terms of the products for which they can be used. Some of these issues

could be overcome with further innovation, although this will require significant investment and greater certainty

of them being economically viable. Reducing the range of polymers and improving the recyclability of plastics is

also achievable through innovation in both new plastics and in recycling technologies.

These advancements demand multiple drivers to be in place, including legislation to incentivise or standardise the

use of ‘preferred’ materials. Clear measures of circularity and carbon footprint for each material, within the

context that it is used, would help to determine which materials to prioritise. The group’s future scenarios also

drew attention to potential developments that could determine choice of materials. Global trade and supply

constraints could limit manufacturers to locally sourced materials. For example, lack of raw materials could

jeopardise a significant switch from plastic to paper. The group also considered the possible impacts of new food

production methods that could change the nature of consumption and packaging formats. Finally, for new

materials and formats to be successful depends on consumer acceptance because of the danger of a drop in

sales. Managing these transitions, therefore, requires effective communication and strategic expectation

management.

Reuse and refill systems are among the most compelling of alternative packaging formats. If successful, they

have the potential to massively reduce material and energy use, production costs and waste. However, ensuring

that these systems achieve maximum environmental benefits is likely to require considerable time and money.

ALTERNATIVE MATERIALS AND REUSE
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This is because simply making reusable packaging systems available will not encourage enough people to switch

away from single use packaging. Most of the UK supermarkets, some of whom were represented in the

collaborative group, have trialled refill aisles in some stores. They are yet to roll such schemes out to their whole

network because of lack of engagement and the cost of using floor space that could make a larger profit from

other uses. The comparative convenience of single use packaging means that there is little incentive for many

shoppers to use the systems regularly. Removing alternatives could create that incentive, although it would

require cooperation between businesses in the sector to do so. There are also practical challenges to overcome,

such as ownership of the packaging, maintaining hygiene, customers not returning containers, packaging that

works for a wider range of products, and the cost and energy use of reverse logistics. The group discussed some

known successful examples of reuse that could provide some lessons for future initiatives. For example, supply

chains run reusable systems for transit between manufacturers and retailers and there are examples of

successful independent refill shops. Effective system and packaging design, along with new technologies and

approaches to incentivise consumers, could allow reusable packaging to be adopted more widely in the future.

Bakers Basco: A Collaborative Model for Supply Chain Optimization 

Bakers Basco, established in 2006 as a joint venture among five major UK plant bakeries
—Allied Bakeries, Fine Lady Bakeries, Frank Roberts & Sons, Hovis, and Warburtons—
represents a pioneering model of collaborative logistics in the fast-moving consumer
goods (FMCG) sector. Created to standardize bread delivery equipment, the consortium
introduced the Omega basket as a shared asset for product transport and retail display,
enhancing logistical efficiency and reducing equipment attrition across the supply chain.

The initiative, now supporting over 3.3 million basket movements weekly across 20,000
locations, demonstrates scalability and successful industry-wide adoption. Bakers Basco
employs a robust governance framework, including uniform policy enforcement, a
dedicated Investigations Team, and real-time asset tracking technologies to ensure
compliance and optimize resource allocation.

Outcomes include a drastic reduction in annual equipment attrition rates from 30–60% to
8–10%, improved in-store logistics through reduced supplier congestion, and enhanced
sustainability via repair and recycling protocols. The initiative 
exemplifies how collaborative governance and digital integration 
can resolve shared logistical 
challenges  while aligning with 
circular economy principles.
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TECHNOLOGY & INNOVATION
Technology and innovation will have a significant role in any positive future outcomes. The ability of organisations

to create new solutions to waste problems and inefficiencies will depend on overcoming barriers to innovation. As

noted elsewhere, these include legislative delays and uncertainty and fear of failure in highly competitive markets.

As consumer compliance is often needed for successful technology introduction, making their required behaviours

easier is also an important area of innovation. In addition, businesses must be willing to stick with an innovation

even when the early data is not yet positive. To some extent, sustainable innovation must represent a different

attitude to competition if the goal is to protect the environment. Sharing of technological breakthroughs

maximises their impact. Therefore, with the encouragement of government, industry should work collaboratively

to develop technological solutions to the waste problem. This is especially true where innovations require shared

infrastructure to enable escalation to a commercial level. For example, if it becomes a supported solution, growth

in chemical recycling facilities depends on industry capacity to collect appropriate materials and designing

packaging for chemical recycled materials. The packaging industry has to demonstrate that sustainable solutions

do not increase emissions and there is still work needed to prove that chemical recycling contributes positively to

emissions targets. 

Continuing innovation in incorporating renewable energy will help businesses to meet net-zero targets. This area is

one that already sees much cooperation across the supply chain with suppliers helping customers to reduce

Scope 1, 2 and 3 emissions. Such arrangements becoming standard in the industry is an important mechanism for

change. Having sufficient scale to become commercially viable is a condition that applies to many innovations. In

packaging, alternative materials and formats need economies of scale to compete with established materials,

especially virgin polymers. This usually depends on a major investment by a retailer or brand owner to provide

security to innovative suppliers. It also requires collective buy-in. For example, any natural resources used in

manufacturing new materials must be sourced sustainably by all involved. 

The collaborative group saw considerable potential from digital technologies, including artificial intelligence, for

making the waste system more efficient, reducing contamination and for tracking materials. Advances in

automated waste sorting could increase recycling rates and reduce the cost of recycled materials. Digital

technologies could also add convenience at the consumer end of the system by enabling incentives and rewards

for recycling various materials. As with any industry at present, artificial intelligence (AI) is being considered for

its potential to improve efficiencies. For packaging, this could apply to waste sorting systems, including flexible

plastics, which could make such materials more viable economically. Digital technologies have revolutionised data

collection and analysis and further advancements can contribute to better design of products and systems. While

it is fairly certain that this will happen, the specific nature of such impacts is unclear. 

PAGE 29



The group’s ‘futuring’ work envisaged a variety of technologies coming into wider use in the coming years, which

collectively have the potential to produce a cleaner, more efficient and less wasteful system. Bio-based and

compostable packaging could reduce the reliance on fossil fuels and remove some packaging from the waste

system. This depends on making such materials affordable, functional and effective at the end-of-life stage.

Some future technologies are probably better categorised as ‘possible’ rather than ‘probable’. Nonetheless, it is

likely that, in just a slightly more distant future, the production and retailing of food and other consumer goods will

have changed so significantly that the purpose and use of packaging could alter fundamentally. New methods like

vertical farming and mass use of 3D printing could reconfigure supply chains and disrupt traditional farming

methods. Further developments in e-commerce, robotics and technologies like augmented and virtual reality could

shift consumer behaviours around the selection and consumption of goods. Given such possibilities, and

developments in the social, economic and environmental context, work to enhance packaging sustainability could

continue for many years yet. 

Innovation is often driven by need and changes to packaging specifications, such as greater standardisation, will

determine which technological developments emerge. It will be essential to monitor the carbon footprint of new

methods, with further technological enhancements needed to improve the efficiency of renewable energy sources

and carbon capture. 
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Case Study from the Aerosol Industry

The Würth Group is a global distributor of products and services for assembly and
fastening materials, primarily serving industries such as construction, automotive,
engineering, and maintenance. Headquartered in Germany, Würth Group offers an
extensive product range and specialises in essential supplies for various sectors.
 
Wurth developed a REFILLOmat, a sustainable, refillable spray can system designed to
reduce waste and improve cost-efficiency for industries that frequently use 
aerosol spray products. It offers a variety of chemicals such as cleaners, 
lubricants and other maintenance fluids, limiting the need for single-use cans. 
While cost-effective for end users, it helps reduce environmental impact by 
eliminating waste, minimising CO2 emissions and conserving raw materials 
used in aerosol production.

The REFFILOmats use compressed air rather than traditional 
propellants, with an option to recharge existing spray cans at 
the station, for consistent spray pressure.
 
In B2B setting, this is an excellent example of reuse systems 
with multiple environmental benefits, from carbon efficiencies
to elimination of pollutants and single-use packaging waste.
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GOVERNMENT, POLICY AND THE
ENVIRONMENT
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Policy makers must respond to public attitudes and the failure of markets to prevent negative externalities in

developing interventions in a variety of areas. The group considered how this applies to the packaging sector in its

work to outline possible or probable futures. Government tools such as regulation and incentives have significant

potential to resolve some of the problems, uncertainties and disconnection associated with the packaging

system. Delays to legislation and concerns about lack of planning or attention to detail have been evident in recent

policy discourse on packaging. However, governments themselves face constraints, including the economy and

global politics, that could impede interventions. Future scenarios relating to the effects of climate change or

international conflict could mean that greater national self-sufficiency is needed. Judgements on the potential

effectiveness and unintended consequences of future legislation must take these factors into consideration.

 

INTRODUCTION

PACKAGING LEGISLATION
Both industry and government must take a share of responsibility for the causes of, and solutions to, climate

change, pollution or other human-made problems. While industry often acknowledges its responsibilities, it does

not tend to proactively work towards agreed goals without the encouragement of governmental bodies.

Businesses might engage in sustainable innovation in response to demands from their customers, but it is still

unusual (though not unheard of) for them to share their innovations with competitors. The tendency to wait for

another business to take a risk can stifle progress. A key role of government, therefore, is to create the

circumstances that reduce the risk of being first or, to remove barriers to making change.  

The collaborative group generally accepted the intentions of recent and planned legislation. However, how and

when it is implemented could be crucial in determining its success. There was frustration over delays to the

enactment of extended producer responsibility legislation, the potential confusion created by differences in timing

and details of deposit return schemes by UK and devolved governments and a continuing feeling that there is a

lack of a central plan. These issues have created uncertainty in the packaging industry, preventing investment

because businesses are unsure on which sustainable solutions to prioritise. While retailers and manufacturers

ultimately expect there to be limits to the number of packaging materials they can use, it is still not clear what

exactly will be included. 

Incentives are a key policy tool that can work in different parts of the packaging system. Fiscal motivations

encourage businesses to use sustainable materials while grants for research and innovation can help in the

development of new solutions. There is also the possibility of incentivising consumers to engage in positive

practices such as deposit return schemes, reuse systems and better recycling. The collaborative group discussed

the need for more incentives to improve the alignment of businesses towards standard materials and systems,

thus making more recycled materials available, and to encourage new start-up businesses to drive change.

Achieving this depends on a vision for what materials and activities to incentivise. It also requires effective

targeting through setting appropriate penalties for unwanted behaviours and ensuring that businesses (and

consumers) are sufficiently motivated to act sustainably.
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Outstanding policy issues that still need to be addressed include complexities relating to the waste economy,

ensuring that money raised through EPR and the plastic packaging tax is spent on appropriate new recycling

facilities, the need for a global waste infrastructure, and the availability of sustainable materials. Consequently,

the implementation of packaging legislation must manage these complexities with care to avoid unintended

consequences. To achieve this, policy makers will need to engage fully with scientific and evaluative evidence that

demonstrates what will be effective in achieving agreed goals and how policy instruments must be adapted to

different products, materials and sectors. This includes learning from successful interventions and developing a

good understanding of human behaviour in relation to packaging.

Greater clarity can come from the expression of agreed principles for all stakeholders to understand and follow.

This includes concepts like circularity, standardisation, simplicity and zero waste. It is important for government

to lead the process of defining and agreeing these principles and to communicate the key messages to all

involved, including the public. Current legislation, including EPR, will need time to generate its expected and

desired effects but once organisations understand the costs involved and can plan effectively, they can adjust to

an aligned and more sustainable packaging system. The government has a vital role in ensuring that it creates

sufficient incentives for action without impacting the wider economy through the price of essential packaged

goods. The current legislation must also generate sufficient revenue to invest in an improved recycling

infrastructure, including consistent collection systems across local government and devolved administrations

and, potentially, the wider availability of technologies like chemical recycling and advanced sorting systems.
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Finally, the added complexity of international guidance and regulations have implications for packaging

manufacturers supplying to multiple countries. 
 

EU Circular Economy Action Plan defines a path toward a Circular Economy by 2050, which includes carbon

emissions (CBAM). Packaging objectives and targets primarily defined through:

EU Packaging and Packaging Waste Directive (PPWD). Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) and Deposit

Return Schemes (DRS) are incorporated within the Directive.

EU Single-use Plastic Directive (SUP), aiming to reduce the impact of certain plastic products on the

environment.

Incremental timelines exist to enable compliance, up to 2040, however it is uncertain if these will be upheld

or as previously put-back in the light of conflicting political and economic pressures.



GOVERNMENT CONSTRAINTS AND GLOBAL POLITICS
Like businesses, governments are organisations that are subject to many constraints and demands on their time

and resources. To start with, government is not a singular entity. In the UK, devolved administrations in Scotland,

Wales and Northern Ireland have responsibility for the waste systems in their respective nations. In addition, the

local government system in England and the rest of the UK faces severe budget constraints, with central

government largely controlling its finances and decision-making power. The differences in collection systems

from one authority to the next is a well-known problem that confuses the public and creates inefficiencies in the

waste economy. The current government is committed to consistent, streamlined collections in England and the

packaging industry is keen to see whether this will improve recycling rates. However, other policies for achieving

such goals, like deposit return schemes, have been delayed, with problems relating to differences in scope

between UK nations. Businesses that work across the country would prefer greater alignment to avoid added

complexity to production and distribution. The collaborative group also noted differences between governments

on plans to invest in chemical recycling and mining of landfill for materials to re-process. A lack of consensus on

how to manage plastics stifles the development of sustainable solutions.

There is no doubt that public institutions in Britain face significant budget constraints. The cost of the pandemic,

the inflationary cost-of-living crisis and a sluggish British economy have compounded the financial concerns of

central and local governments. This means that political leaders face difficult choices on spending and taxation,

with increasing demands from the health and social care sectors. The lack of ability to invest could make tax a

key policy tool for governments. Sustainability policies are vulnerable to both the budgetary issues and the

influence of politicians that reject the need for spending to protect the environment. Further pressures come

from lobby groups representing a variety of interests that seek to influence policy in their favour. With elections

often on the horizon, it is difficult for politicians to take the long-term approach that tends to produce more

effective policies. Nonetheless, the future of sustainable packaging depends on governments having a clear

vision and an understanding of how the different elements of the value chain connect. 
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On top of these political and organisational complexities, the geo-political context seems likely to continue to

disrupt international cooperation and efficiency. Wars limit the supply of commodities and products from the

regions affected, which in turn increases prices. Changes to trade agreements because of new administrations

taking power or diplomatic friction also create uncertainty, which limits the capacity of governments to

collaborate over packaging standards or waste systems. No government can solve problems like plastic pollution

or climate change independently. Increasing international conflict and economic turbulence make it harder to

solve shared issues. It could lead the UK, among others, to follow a more isolationist approach that reduces

reliance on other countries for resources, services and trade. Should this be the case, greater alignment and

collaboration within the country’s packaging value chain will be essential. 



These themes are reminiscent of the systemic problems associated with packaging sustainability. Packaging is

part of the climate crisis but also has environmental objectives that are not just about carbon emissions. These

objectives can come into conflict if calls to end plastic pollution cause switches away from materials that are

most effective at preventing food waste or have a smaller carbon footprint [7]. The waste hierarchy (reduce >

reuse > recycle) is not directly linked to emissions if practical limitations of costs and consumer engagement are

considered. However, the group recognised that energy production, product consumption and irresponsible waste

management all contribute directly to climate change by adding carbon-based particles to the air. Its agreed

objective of producing zero carbon waste solutions that are safe for consumers can only be met with a systemic

understanding of what that requires and the relative emissions of intervention choices.

Concerns about packaging waste causing environmental damage, whether it is to soil, rivers and oceans, or the

health of humans and other animals, must be placed within the context of global warming. The collaborative group

took place at a time when climate-related emergencies, including floods, fires and droughts, are becoming more

frequent and the past ten years (since 2015) were the ten hottest on record [5]. The group agreed that these

events are likely to become normalised in the coming years, along with continuing and irreparable damage to eco-

systems. This could make raw materials scarcer and limit food supplies. It seems likely that this makes climate

action, and preparation for the effects of global warming, a greater priority for governments, although, as a

political issue, there are always competing interests demanding intervention and resources. Nonetheless, the

collaborative group believes that “the escalation of climate change will drive decision making and target setting”.

This is qualified by the recognition that little progress has been made in global conferences, relative to the

apparent urgency of the problem. 

While the climate crisis might not yet be driving legislation, the last decade has seen more governments

acknowledge the evidence and produce strategies for achieving Net Zero emissions (the UK Net Zero Strategy  and

the 2008 Climate Change Act [6] are national examples) and building resilience to climate risks. The group

characterised legislative approaches to climate change as ‘scattergun’, suggesting that policy makers have yet to

produce a cohesive plan of evidence-based action that will make a difference in the necessary timescale. There is

a tension between making good policies and implementing them quickly enough to prevent the planet warming

above the 2 degrees centigrade that is considered be the threshold for irreversible damage. In some cases,

governments have rowed back on policies once they have realised the impracticalities of whole systems making

the changes needed to meet objectives. However, the slow pace of change makes the public frustrated and

disillusioned.

NET ZERO & THE FUTURE ENVIRONMENT
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SYSTEMS & NATIONAL SELF-SUFFICIENCY

Two of the most important and valuable questions for the collaborative group related to the possibility of systemic

change and whether the UK can be self-sufficient for packaging materials. These inspired strategic thinking on

what can enable progress, what might prevent it and how to overcome such barriers. The question on national

self-sufficiency was inspired by global instability and dependence on the regular movement of goods and

materials between countries. The UK’s exit from the European Union and the Covid-19 pandemic created new

challenges for international trade. Recent wars in Ukraine and the Middle East have also restricted the flow of

goods and uncertainty is likely to continue with the knock-on effects of new tariffs being set by the United States.

Changing arrangements to the shipment of packaging waste also affects the availability of recycled materials.

The UK could be forced to adjust its demand for materials from abroad and find new ways to manufacture them

domestically. The group discussed how this would require a national circular economy for recycling, which would

mean that recycling efficiencies must improve, recyclable materials must be adopted universally, and there must

be investment in the UK’s recycling infrastructure. EPR and the polluter pays principle should ensure funding for

the waste management industry and a reliable flow of post-consumer waste. Consumers would also have to play

a role in national self-sufficiency.

Discussions on systemic change focused on the possibility for the harmonisation of all parts of the packaging

system. This would involve collaboration and long-term planning based on a shared vision across the value chain,

with all stakeholders understanding their responsibilities. This would generate effective and flexible legislation,

packaging designed for regeneration through multiple cycles and a road map of preferred materials that allows for

new material development. Financial penalties and incentives should be driving green technological solutions, and

the system should be able to facilitate, and depend upon, appropriate consumer behaviours. However, these

conditions depend on a national and global context that allows them to happen. Further damage to eco-systems,

continuing waste inefficiencies and public disillusionment could make it harder to achieve a synchronised system.

Nonetheless, the collaborative group believes that the UK can move closer to self-sufficiency in the coming years,

although international events and market forces are likely to continue to create problems. The group also believes

that, with leadership from government, systemic change is possible for the packaging industry.
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This chapter has highlighted the complexities of packaging policy. The various schemes, incentives and other

policy levers that come through legislation aim to solve problems but tend to add to the task lists of many

practitioners. They are introduced within a continually changing international context and are subject to budget

constraints and the effects of the democratic process. The growing climate crisis and changing attitudes to

environmental targets are also likely to influence the effectiveness of government interventions. Therefore, it is

crucial for policies to be designed with a full understanding of the system within which they will be implemented.

Nearly all interventions have a human element as the awareness, understanding, motivations and resources of

stakeholders will determine whether goals are achieved. It is not just about agreeing on the right action to take, it

also requires understanding the context in which it will be implemented.

Policies have both intended and unintended consequences. In the packaging sector, it is hoped that legislation will

lead to an improved waste infrastructure and a more aligned system, which will encourage more investment and

further improvements. Success will lead to other positive outcomes, including reduced waste, littering and

pollution, greater economies of scale, and more conscious and effective consumer behaviour. These outcomes

depend on factors including collaboration between organisations and institutions, effective citizen engagement

and agreement over material choices and sustainability definitions. It will require visionary and ambitious

leadership that ensures commitments become actions, and maintenance of circular economy principles and

evidence-based decision-making. Legislation will also need to have the right balance between simplicity and

practicality so that the right activities are encouraged, and useful materials and methods are not abandoned

arbitrarily. 

POLICY IMPACT &  FUTURE WASTE SCENARIOS
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In the packaging sector, the hope is that
legislation will drive improvements in

waste infrastructure and system
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progress—but success will depend on
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citizens, consensus on materials and

sustainability standards, and above all,
visionary leadership that turns
commitments into action while

upholding circular economy principles
and evidence-based decision-making.



If these factors are not in place, then well-intended programmes could have unwanted outcomes. The ‘future

scenarios’ work of the collaborative group identified feasible (though not certain) problems that come from lack

of agreement, delays to legislation, loss of consumer confidence or poor planning. It might seem a defeatist

attitude but uncertainty over regulations or investment in waste systems could discourage enterprise and lead

businesses to work more separately than collaboratively. If costs generated by taxation and other interventions

are too high, packaging could contribute to higher priced consumer goods or switches to cheaper, less sustainable

materials. Consumers could lose faith and take less care over sorting domestic waste, adding to contamination

and reducing the availability of recycled materials. The pace of change will also be crucial. The environmental

problem is urgent but knee-jerk responses and quickly implemented bans could threaten businesses and create

gaps in available packaging solutions. The wrong priorities could make it harder to package goods safely, leading

to shortages of food and other products. Although these outcomes are far from certain, economic pressures and

the constraints faced by government, means that it could be very difficult to ensure that policy works for industry

while improving the environmental situation.

To maximise intended and limit unintended consequences, future thinking helps policy makers and practitioners to

prepare for change. This includes appreciating that interventions don’t happen in a vacuum; there are always

social, economic and political influences. There are likely to be other programmes happening simultaneously and

technology can change things slightly or fundamentally. Shared goals and a vision for achieving them will help, not

least a focus on solving the problems of packaging waste and pollution. The collaborative group was optimistic

that the recycling system will improve, which will increase the availability of reliable sources of packaging

feedstocks. Household recycling rates can also increase and, should chemical recycling become a proven

sustainable method, we could have a future in which most packaging materials are derived from circular or

renewable sources.

This depends on the resolution of issues like flexible plastics recycling, and the successful design and

implementation of deposit return (DRS) and other schemes. It is still not certain that systems and conditions are

in place for achieving wholesale improvements. The work of the collaborative group created an impression of the

packaging system being at a decisive turning point, with significant improvements in one direction and stagnation

or even crisis in another, which would lead to more contamination, littering, pollution and environmental damage.

To avoid this, the group discussed some principles for collaborative action, which are covered in the next chapter.
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PRINCIPLES FOR COLLABORATIVE
ACTION
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The work of the collaborative group has helped to identify and articulate the challenges relating to achieving

greater sustainability in packaging. It has sought to develop strategies for the future of packaging by setting

priorities and developing scenarios that highlight what must happen for the industry to reduce its environmental

impact. Disjointedness and lack of coordination or agreed standards are key features of the current system, along

with indecision over which approaches are deemed to be the most sustainable. The report has set out these

challenges alongside potential solutions that should create greater certainty and trust in the system. Each

strategy and solution will depend on principles to guide decision making and the development of partnerships

between industry, government and the general public. The notions of circularity and standardisation are central to

this issue because, respectively, they provide a guiding objective and a way of working towards it. The pledges

businesses have already made through plastic pacts and similar agreements are helping them work towards

these goals. They also clarify which are the larger challenges that will take longer to solve. It is hoped that

successful interventions will help to change mindsets by demonstrating effectiveness and increasing faith in

future outcomes. However, effective and trustworthy communication across sectors, including NGOs, will help

information to be shared and trust to be built. Finally, a vision for bringing it all together calls for effective

leadership.

INTRODUCTION

CIRCULARITY

Circularity and the circular economy are principles that often underpin the development of sustainable packaging

solutions. The aim of putting all used materials to further use and ensuring nothing is wasted is compelling and

provides clear guidance for policy and business strategy formation. The collaborative group worked together to

address some essential questions relating to circularity, namely:

Is circularity achievable?

To what extent is it possible to have a packaging system based on circularity?

Can there be a circular economy for all packaging formats?

In the future, will there be a more stable, clearer legislative structure relating to circular economy principles?

The Ellen MacArthur Foundation’s (EMF) vision for a circular economy is possibly the most influential, with goals of

eliminating waste, circulating products and materials at their highest value and regenerating nature. This is

supported by six points:

Elimination of problematic or unnecessary plastic packaging through redesign, innovation, and new delivery

models is a priority.

Reuse models are applied where relevant, reducing the need for single-use packaging.

All plastic packaging is 100% reusable, recyclable, or compostable.

All plastic packaging is reused, recycled, or composted in practice.
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Materials can be kept in use through maintenance and repair, reuse, refurbishment, remanufacturing or recycling.

While these approaches are not seen as equal in sustainability measures, the diverse functional requirements of

packaging mean that they are all likely to be needed, not least recycling, which has inferior sustainability in the

sense of use of resources but greater commercial appeal for many consumer goods. Recycling also involves a

relatively smaller change of packaging system compared with reusable and refillable methods. The latter could

require a rethink of ownership models and significant redesign of containers. This does not mean that reusable

packaging is not commercially viable. However, it is important to recognise the challenges to achieving circularity

and that some solutions are likely to take longer to establish. The collaborative group’s work on the feasibility of a

circular economy for packaging found that it will require a fundamental change in the attitudes of consumers,

retailers, manufacturers and government. In addition, the complexity of the packaging value chain and the difficult

economic and fiscal climate limit the capacity to rapid change. Overcoming these challenges will take significant

funding and alignment of business operations. 

It is also important to visualise a future circular economy, which the group’s scenario analysis has attempted to

achieve. For packaging, this includes considerations of the value of materials and how it can be retained at end of

life. Despite the challenges and complexity, the collaborative group believes in the circularity principle because it

is essential for preventing the waste of valuable resources. It also believes that there is political will to achieve a

circular economy but, currently, insufficient engagement from government to engage with industry and the waste

sector. In addition, the group believes that packaging circularity:

Is made more possible by agreeing a preferred set of packaging materials.

Can be enhanced with technological breakthroughs in the coming years but will not be enough to guarantee a

fully circular economy.

Depends on industry collaborating rather than working separately (in silos) and being the catalyst for change

rather than depending on government.
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The use of plastic is fully decoupled from the consumption of finite resources.

All plastic packaging is free of hazardous chemicals, and the health, safety, and rights of all people involved

are respected[8].



 STANDARDISATION

A common theme of the discussions and work of the collaborative group was the disjointedness of the packaging

system and the lack of formal measures for improving packaging sustainability. Sustainable packaging targets are

set voluntarily and influenced by organisational objectives more than external standards. If government or

individual organisations do not consider the full complexity of the packaging system, technology and innovation

might not meet future standards even if there is a discreet case for their environmental benefits. Similarly,

packaging materials might be prioritised that do not fit with collection or waste management imperatives.

The potential benefits of standardisation of packaging and related systems include those that come from the

likely reduction in the range of formats and materials that they produce. An agreed set of standard materials and

formats is likely to lower costs and make costs more predictable. The supply chain could be optimised through

sharing technology and standardising recycling equipment to improve efficiencies and boost the value of collected

waste. Confident in the knowledge of which materials will be needed, the packaging industry can focus

investments, along with research and development activities. Greater efficiencies and economies of scale would

also help to lower the carbon footprint.

Standardisation in several different forms would enhance packaging sustainability. Firstly, businesses in the

packaging industry have often discussed the need for a standard approach to life cycle assessment. There are

varying methods for LCA that potentially generate conflicting outcomes in terms of the justification of packaging

materials. Official guidance from government on a standard approach to LCA for packaging materials could provide

greater clarity in design decisions, rationalise the range of materials in use, and streamline waste collections and

materials sent for recycling, thus enhancing their value.

Despite there being a strong case for standardisation, there are many challenges to making it happen. Arguably, a

universally adopted packaging system limits product differentiation and competition, which could mean that

businesses will be resistant to losing their competitive advantages. There are also many overlapping systems that

would need to be standardised, including retail and supply sectors, and regional, national and international

regulatory frameworks. There would need to be sufficient complexity for incorporating new sustainable materials

into standard formats. Oversimplification of standards could stifle innovation. There needs to be some control over

the international waste trade and unintended consequences such as increased imports from outside the regulated

region. However, part of the purpose of greater standardisation is to narrow the selection of materials used per

product so that significant environmental benefits are achievable. Businesses can find alternative ways to

differentiate and well inform policy design can alleviate concerns about external influences. The collaborative

group believes that common legislation can be implemented, and that improved recycling technology will improve

efficiencies in the future. Bans on some materials will encourage the prioritisation of circular packaging formats

and align the industry to progress towards circularity.
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COMMITMENTS & PLEDGES
Businesses in the retail packaging supply chain are already committed to improving sustainability. Some pledges

have been undertaken independently and are likely to reflect the objectives and culture of the organisation. Other

commitments, such as to the UK Plastics Pact, are part of collective agreements to work towards shared goals.

While there is some uniformity in individual targets relating to plastics and packaging, approaches vary. Analysis

by the Retail Institute of UK supermarkets has shown that most have targets relating to plastic reduction,

packaging recyclability and use of recycled content[9]. While some pledge to reduce plastic in their packaging by

a stated proportion (with varying baseline and target dates), others are less specific, committing only to ‘reducing

packaging’ or removing ‘plastic packaging where we can’. It is likely that there are strategic decisions behind each

goal relating to practicality and differing assessments of the most eco-friendly priorities. The less specific ones

could appear to be avoiding criticism of failing to meet a target but could also be viewed as more realistic given

the complexity of the issue. Retailers also vary slightly in their work toward making all packaging recyclable,

whether it applies just to plastic, own-brand products or ‘ease’ of recycling, which seems to acknowledge that

technical recyclability does not guarantee the packaging will be recycled. Other pledges concern waste reduction,

reusable packaging, and materials other than plastic. 

While these targets have mostly been set voluntarily, there are a variety of guideline documents that businesses

are using currently. These include the Ceflex ‘Designing for a Circular Economy Guidelines’ for flexible

packaging[10] and Recoup’s ‘Recyclability by Design’[11]. Such resources provide concrete steps for companies to

become more sustainable. The collaborative group’s research found that while there is plenty of information on

recyclability, and some on reuse and reduce, there is little on regeneration. In addition, there is no compulsion to

follow such advice and there has been wide interpretation of what is needed. This is evident from schemes like the

Ellen Macarthur Foundation (EMF) ‘Global Commitment’ and the UK Plastic Pact. Many companies have signed up

these and have benefited from useful guidance. However, achieving the intended aims has proven to be a struggle.

In the case of the EMF commitments, each of the five measures for 2025, which were established in 2022, have

fallen short of their targets and some, like reuse uptake and decreases in use of virgin plastics, threaten to go

backwards[12]. The group made these observations while investigating the possibility of conditions being in place

to enable systemic change and regeneration in the next decade. 
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Whether it related to systems or specific packaging formats, the work of the collaborative group focused both on

anticipating and instigating change. Public policies and business strategies typically aim to change the attitudes

and behaviour of people, whether they are acting as practitioners or consumers. This is likely to be crucial to

achieving a circular packaging system. The group believes that it is possible to generate a change of mindset

among consumers that means that more people appreciate the value of packaging materials and trust the system

sufficiently to support sustainable actions. This would help to ensure the commercial success of circular

packaging and boost recycling rates to increase the availability of sustainable materials. 

Greater consistency of waste collections, with an extended range of materials collected at kerbsides can boost

public confidence in the system. In addition, bold legislation, such as a ban on some plastics and investment into

waste decontamination technology, can help consumers to recognise that action is being taken to reduce the

environmental impact of packaging. The introduction of deposit return schemes would enhance the public

valuation of packaging, as would a greater appreciation of the work of packaging manufacturers if they had a

more direct relationship as a brand with consumers. As noted in the report of the Sustainable Consumption

Roundtable in 2006[13], “on the key environmental issues of our day, progress depends on enabling people to act

together”. That means demonstrating the value of change and showing people that their actions contribute to

achieving significantly larger transformations. 

One of the attractions of collective pledges like the UK Plastics Pact is the standardisation of pledges so that

industry works towards the same goals. This provides clarity for businesses, supports long-term strategies,

creates a united front on sustainability and makes the waste system more efficient. The targets set by the pact

have helped to demonstrate some successes and to define what actions will ensure further progress. For

example, the aim of eliminating problematic packaging has been tackled with the removal of some single-use

plastics but greater challenges like removing plastic packaging from fruit and vegetables require significant

investment. Moreover, infrastructure is still needed to enhance the collection or recyclability of flexible or smaller

pieces of plastic packaging. The voluntary targets and commitment to collective standards demonstrates that the

industry recognises the need to act. Following the initial achievements, progress towards more significant change

is likely to be harder and requires a systemic approach to avoid conflicting standards and resources. 
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people to act together...”



EFFECTIVE PUBLIC COMMUNICATION 

The group often discussed how public discourse on packaging, and especially plastics, does not reflect the full

complexity of the problem. Improved communication by government, businesses and the media could increase

understanding and positively encourage desired consumer behaviours. The industry aims to have greater influence

on the public narrative around packaging to counter perceptions of it being problematic and to demonstrate its

value in limiting food waste and protecting products generally. Championing new technologies and sustainability

success stories can help the industry to raise its profile and represent its side of the story. Public trust in

businesses is vital for the success of sustainable packaging innovations, which can be achieved by enhancing

transparency and consistency and avoiding the negative publicity that comes from poor communication such as

greenwashing. 

The industry also must consider which are the right channels for communicating sustainability messages and

stories. Those with publicly recognised brands can reach the target audience more easily than, for example,

packaging manufacturers who are generally unknown to consumers. The group contemplated how packaging

companies can have a more direct relationship with the public, such as through social media or digital methods

like using QR codes on the packaging itself. One idea was to support a public awareness campaign, promoted

through television or other entertainment services, that presents the industry’s case for making packaging more

sustainable. Educational institutions are another channel where people can learn about the reasons for different

packaging designs as well as about how to treat waste. Effective communication depends on there being a

consistent message from across the value chain based on a collective vision. 
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Non
Profits

ACKNOWLEDGE THE ROLE OF NGOS

Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) have unique attributes that mean they have a vital role in the resolution of

social and environmental issues. They are typically mission-driven and advocate or advise on problems related to

their purpose [14]. Crucially, they are distinct from government agencies or profit-making businesses, meaning

that they are independent from political decision-making and the business goals of companies. Although NGOs

must raise their own funds to stay active, their operations, advice and services should maintain the main mission.

Environmental NGOs fulfil several roles, with many having multiple areas of work [15]. Some, like the National Trust

and the RSPB, own or manage land for wildlife conservation. Others are more campaign oriented and include

prominent groups like Greenpeace and the WWF. These organisations, and bodies like the British Ecological Society

produce research evidence that feeds into the wealth of data on the causes and consequences of environmental

problems. Within the packaging and waste systems, organisations like WRAP, OPRL, Recoup and the Ellen

Macarthur Foundation conduct research, provide services to businesses and encourage collaboration in the sector.

The collaborative group recognised the value of NGOs as vital agents of positive change, for example through

provision of guidelines that are widely accepted without compulsion.

Despite their successes, NGOs still have the potential to achieve more in solving the problem of packaging

sustainability. This is not a criticism of those organisations; it is a recognition that their specific positioning as

neither governments nor businesses means that they are more trusted to generate vital actions that the system

needs. Educating consumers is a key example. While campaign groups have successfully highlighted the dangers

of plastic pollution to the world, none have explained the full complexity of switching away from plastic

packaging. Businesses are not trusted on this issue currently and there is also a low level of faith in political

leaders at present. The collaborative group identified the need for an independent body to work towards “project

by project circularity for all packaging materials”. It would gather evidence and provide shared learning on

problems and solutions at the level of national policy, materials and SKUs (individual consumer products). While

such an organisation might be supported by manufacturers, retailers and brands among others, it would need to

maintain independence for it to be a trusted leader on the issue. Whether this organisation already exists or a new

one needs to emerge, the group saw significant potential for it to improve trust in the industry, provide better

communication, facilitate partnerships, conduct projects and influence policy makers. 
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COLLABORATION & ALIGNMENT
Whether it happens internationally between governments or corporations or across the packaging value chain,

collaboration is vital for achieving alignment and circularity in packaging. Research on the subject shows that

sustainable innovation often depends on supplier collaboration[16] and the alignment of social, economic, and

environmental concerns [17]. For packaging, this includes the strategic coordination of materials, designers and

consumer education [18] with input from all stakeholders [19][20]. Businesses with a collaborative culture foster

sustainable innovation and reduce their own environmental impacts (21). Other benefits include integration of

knowledge[22], alignment of visions (23), overcoming sustainability tensions (24) and informing decisions [25].  It

is crucial that these collaborations are based on independently verifiable evidence of what is truly sustainable.

Otherwise, public trust in the packaging system to produce sustainable outcomes will be compromised.

The first chapter, on consumers and waste problems, noted the frustration within industry that government and

consumer perceptions of plastic packaging have formed around emotive cases rather than an understanding of

the complexities of product protection, food waste, the recycling economy and the carbon impact of alternative

materials. To facilitate a more balanced appreciation of the issues, industry will need to collaborate internally and

with government and academia to generate and communicate reliable information about packaging

sustainability. Sharing trustworthy data will help manufacturers and retailers to align around solutions that are

proven to have optimum sustainable outcomes, starting with the ‘quick wins’ before moving into developing the

infrastructure for more complex and longer-term advancements. Uniting around meaningful data in the supply

chain will help businesses to make a collective, evidence-based case to wider stakeholders for the approaches

taken. In turn, greater trust between businesses and the public can lead to longer-term investment. However,

given the wariness of potential greenwashing, businesses must prove the authenticity of their environmentalism.
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The group recognised the value of partnerships for tackling problems like lack of alignment between designers

and recyclers, uncoordinated or even contradictory communications, working in silos (separately without

knowledge of the actions of others) and the lack of uniform definitions of environmental measures and terms like

reduction, reuse and recycling. The variations of systems across Europe (and within countries like the UK) also

calls for policy harmonisation and public-private partnerships to facilitate uniformity and efficiency across the

system (26). 

In addition to the group behind this report, there is wide recognition of the need for collaboration. The European

and UK Plastics Pacts have united organisations around goals relating to design, responsible use, recycling

capacity and the use of recycled content [27], setting targets to eliminate unnecessary single-use plastic

packaging [28]. Further collaboration will help to connect the policies and strategies of regions and nations,

enabling agreements on materials and a shift away from piecemeal achievements. The packaging sector can

engage in collective responsibility for agreed standards and increase its capacity for speaking with one voice. In

addition, there are greater efficiencies that come from pooling resources, sharing technological advancements

and engaging the whole value chain. They also enable more ambitious targets to be set as part of longer-term,

bigger picture strategies.

Barriers to collaboration remain and should be acknowledged when working towards greater alignment of

sustainability initiatives. Businesses are instinctively wary of competition, which makes them reluctant to share

the sustainable innovations that give them a unique selling point. They are also mindful of regulations that

prevent collusion, although some might want to avoid having to share their ideas. The extent of this tension

between collaboration and competition can vary according to products and materials and it is important for

businesses to continue to follow their competitive instincts while recognising the risks of silos. However,

businesses should recognise that collaboration requires them to buy-in to agreed objectives and commit time and

resources to their collective achievement. 
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The group noted that there are likely to be different models of collaboration, which call for varying purposes,

resources and styles of leadership. To ensure constructive debate and to align goals and responsibilities for action

requires skilled facilitation. While there are likely to be differences between the advocates of different packaging

materials, there could be agreement over which are best for each product. Reliable evidence informing the process

enhances collective trust. Therefore, collaboration between industry, policy makers and academia could be the

mix needed to generate real change.

Collaborate



LEADERSHIP, GOALS & VISION

Leadership and vision are determinants of success for all sectors, including government, industry, academia and

NGOs. Effective leaders can communicate on the complexity of packaging sustainability and potential solutions.

They also ensure that planning has a strategic purpose and develop the vision and goals that galvanise diverse

stakeholders to collaborate and commit to achieving agreed outcomes. The collaborative group saw leadership as

vital for changing the narrative on packaging, both within organisations and across the value chain. The tendency

for short- or medium-term managerial thinking that focuses on operations rather than longer-term foresights is an

impediment to resolving sustainability issues that require research and investment. Consequently, decision-making

is not joined up and can lead to mistakes like greenwashing. Leaders can help to synchronise the system,

standardise practice, and manage the interests of diverse groups. 

Leadership from government can help industry to adapt and plan. However, for that to happen requires a vision

that is supported by one or more ‘leading advocates’ that have the profile and authority to persuade important

stakeholders. For packaging sustainability, those stakeholders include the public who demand significant change

from retailers. Individual businesses are unlikely to be trusted sufficiently to be leading advocates. Brand leaders

have considerable influence and communication skills but are not a typical source for leading change on complex

issues. Trade associations are natural leaders and can have some influence on industry and government but may

not be as effective at communicating with consumers. NGOs are set up to argue for change on specific interests,

but not all have a strong relationship with industrial organisations. Universities have an important role in

generating independent, empirically tested evidence to inform strategies and practice. They can also help to

define sustainable outcomes and create protocols for standard testing of materials and processes. A leader that

can advocate for sustainable packaging solutions needs attributes like authenticity, independence,

trustworthiness, and the ability to communicate to a variety of audiences. Arguably, the problems of plastic

pollution have been articulated effectively by individuals with such attributes, including TV presenters like Sir

David Attenborough. The group felt that the packaging industry needs something similar. The overall vision must

be agreed by all stakeholders. The complexity of the system and the associated timeline of activities is difficult to

map. However, the group agreed that the crucial thing is to start developing that vision.
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Vision

The group saw leadership as key to shifting the packaging
narrative within organisations and across the value chain. Short-

term operational thinking often blocks the research and
investment needed for long-term sustainability. This disconnect

fuels issues like greenwashing. Strong leadership can align
decision-making, standardise practices, and balance diverse

stakeholder interests.



REFERENCES
[1] OECD. Global Plastics Outlook: Policy Scenarios to 2060 (OECD Publications, 2022); Three ways to solve the plastics pollution crisis (nature.com)

[2] Pre Charitable Trusts (2020) Breaking the Plastic Wave:A   Comprehensive Assessment of Pathways Towards Stopping Ocean Plastic Pollution.

https://www.pewtrusts.org/-/media/assets/2020/07/breakingtheplasticwave_report.pdf

[3] Ocean plastic pollution to quadruple by 2050, pushing more areas to exceed ecologically dangerous threshold of microplastic concentration | WWF (panda.org)

[4] UN Environment Programme. https://www.unep.org/interactives/beat-plastic-pollution/

[5] WMO (2025)’WMO confirms 2024 as warmest year on record at about 1.55°C above pre-industrial level’, World Meteorological Organisation. https://wmo.int/news/media-

centre/wmo-confirms-2024-warmest-year-record-about-155degc-above-pre-industrial-level

[6} https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/net-zero-strategy;  https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2008/27/contents

[7] Mitchell, B. and Monroe, O. (2020) Future of Packaging Report, Collaborative Industry Group. Leeds: the Leeds Beckett University, The Retail Institute.

[8] https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xmTQA-RNygQ

[9] Mitchell, B. (2023) Circularity, Net Zero and Plastic. Future of Packaging Annual Report 2023. Leeds: Leeds Beckett University, The Retail Institute.

[10] CEFLEX, Designing for a Circular Economy. https://guidelines.ceflex.eu/

[11] RECOUP Recyclability by Design 2024 https://www.recoup.org/research-and-reports/recoup-recyclability-by-design-2024/y by Design 2024

[12] https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/global-commitment-2022/overview

[13] Sustainable Consumption Roundtable (2006) I Will if You Will. Towards Sustainable Consumption. National Consumer Council and Sustainable Development Commission.

[14] Harvard Law School (2022) Nongovernmental Organisations (NGOs) Accessed from: https://hls.harvard.edu/bernard-koteen-office-of-public-interest-advising/about-

opia/what-is-public-interest-law/public-service-practice-settings/international-public-interest-law-practice-setting/nongovernmental-organizations-ngos/

[15] CIEEM, ‘Non-governmental organisations’ Accessed from: https://cieem.net/i-want-to-be/how-to-become-an-eem/careers/non-governmental-organisations/

[16] Zhou, H., Wang, Q. and Zhao, X. (2020) ‘Corporate social responsibility and innovation: a comparative study’, Industrial Management & Data Systems, 120(5), pp. 863-882.

[17] Weidner, K., Nakata, C. & Zhu, Z. (2021) Sustainable innovation and the triple bottom-line: a market-based capabilities and stakeholder perspective, Journal of Marketing

Theory and Practice, 29:2, 141-161.

[18] Zhou, G. and Bai, G.W. (2025) ‘The Application of Environmental Protection Cultural Concepts in Packaging Design and its Role in Promoting Brand Image’, Cultura.

International Journal of Philosophy of Culture and Axiology, 22(2), pp. 401-421.

[19] Stumpf, L., Schoggl, J. and Baumgartner, R.J. (2023) ‘Circular plastics packaging – Prioritizing resources and capabilities along the supply chain’, Technological

Forecasting & Social Change, 188, 122261.

[20] Yu, G. et al (2020) ‘Investigation into circular economy of plastics: The case of the UK fast moving consumer goods industry’, Journal of Cleaner Production, 24420,

118941.

[21] Ispiryan, A., Pakeltiene, R., Ispiryan, O., & Giedraitis, A. (2024). ‘Fostering Organizational Sustainability Through Employee Collaboration: An Integrative Approach to

Environmental, Social, and Economic Dimensions’, Encyclopedia, 4(4), pp.1806-1826.

[22] Ayuso, S., Rodrıguez, M.A. and Ricart, J.E. (2006) ‘Responsible competitiveness at the ‘‘micro’’ level of the firm Using stakeholder dialogue as a source for new ideas: a

dynamic capability underlying sustainable innovation’. Corporate Governance, 6(4), pp.475-490.

[23] Tapiola, T., Varho, V. and Soini, K. (2023) ‘Exploring visions and vision clusters of sustainable food packaging - The case of Finland’, Futures, 149, 103157.

PAGE 51

[24] Farrukh, A. and Sajjad, A. (2023) ‘Investigating sustainability tensions and resolution strategies in the plastic food packaging industry—A paradox theory approach’,

Business Strategy and the Environment, 33, pp. 2868–2889.

[25] Manzhynski, S., Figge, F. and Thorpe, A.S. (2025) ‘Making Sustainability Tensions Salient: Changing Information or People?’ Business Strategy and the Environment, 34,

pp.2702–2717.

[26] Barca, A., D’Adamo, I., Gastaldi, M. and Filho, W.L. (2024) ‘Managing waste packaging for a sustainable future: a strategic and efficiency analysis in the European

context’, Environment, Development and Sustainability.

[27] European Plastics Pact https://europeanplasticspact.org/?redirect_to=%2Fpress-release-launch%2F

[28] WRAP, The UK Plastics Pact, available at: https://www.wrap.ngo/taking-action/plastic-packaging/initiatives/the-uk-plastics-pact

https://www.recoup.org/research-and-reports/recoup-recyclability-by-design-2024/


THE RETAIL INSTITUTE


