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How to Make a Business Case for  
Eco-Friendly Packaging
Many professionals dismiss eco-friendly packaging as unaffordable. When you have to 
manage fluctuating supply chain material costs, it makes sense to be cost conscious. 
But what if  eco-friendly packaging can help you reduce packaging costs while 
managing your organisation’s eco-footprint? 

In this eBook, learn what eco-friendly packaging is, why it matters and how to make an 
eco-friendly packaging business case you can present to management. Find out why 
sustainable packaging makes sense for your organisation and how it can align you with 
your consumers’ environmental values.
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Eco-friendly packaging:  
an overview
The World Bank estimates that 2.01 billion metric tons of  global waste are 
generated annually. By 2050, it expects this number to increase to 3.40 billion 
metric tons. How much of  this waste comes from packaging materials, such 
as plastic bags, styrofoam and corrugated boxes? Eco-friendly packaging can 
help reduce the environmental impact of  packaging.
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What is eco-friendly packaging?
Eco-friendly packaging is made from sustainable, 
environmentally-friendly materials. It minimises 
packaging inefficiencies that damage the environment 
while optimising supply chain operations. Many 
businesses have prioritised eco-friendly packaging  
in response to growing environmental concerns.
 
Eco-friendly packaging is often referred to as 
“sustainable packaging.” The Sustainable Packaging 
Coalition notes the following characteristics of  
sustainable packaging:

• It uses renewable and/or recycled materials.

• It leverages renewable energy and clean 
technology in its sourcing, manufacturing  
and transportation.

• It is healthy and safe for individuals throughout  
its lifecycle.

• It optimises energy and materials.

• It is designed to be part of  a closed-loop cycle  
in which it is reused or recycled.

• It meets performance and cost benchmarks. 

The efficiencies that come from eco-friendly 
packaging are a major benefit to organisations. 
Sustainable packaging typically reduces excess 
materials and uses higher-quality materials to ship 
products. These efficiencies are often noticeable 
through leaner packaging design. 

Eco-friendly packaging materials

Eco-friendly packaging materials tend to be  
fibre-based (instead of  plastic-based), 
biodegradable and recyclable. They are also  
safe, resource-effective and high-performing. 
Some common eco-friendly packaging materials 
include biodegradable packing peanuts,  
kraft sack paper, air pillows, corrugated board, 
cornstarch packaging, cartonboard,  
mushroom packaging and sustainable liquid 
packaging board.

Biodegradable Packing 

Peanuts

Cornstarch Packaging

Kraft Sack Paper

Cartonboard

Air Pillows

Mushroom Packaging

Corrugated Paper

Sustainable Liquid  

Packaging Board
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https://sustainablepackaging.org/about-us/
https://sustainablepackaging.org/about-us/
https://www.billerudkorsnas.com/our-offer/packaging-materials


Why is eco-friendly packaging important?
An estimated eight million tons of  plastic wind up in the 
ocean each year, the World Economic Forum reports.  
How much is that? The WEF likens eight million tons to  
the approximate weight of  Spain and the United  
Kingdom's combined populations. According to Plastic 
Oceans, an international nonprofit organisation committed 
to raising awareness about plastic pollution, more than  
300 million tons of  plastic are produced annually—half  
of  which have a single-purpose use. Plastic Oceans also 
reports that packaging accounts for more than 40% of  
plastic use. Additionally, data shows packaging materials 
significantly contribute to waste worldwide. 

Packaging waste in the United States
According to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, 
80.1 million tons of  container and packaging waste were 
generated in the U.S. in 2017. Only about half  of  that 
waste was recycled, while 32.1 million tons were landfilled. 
Paper and paperboard containers and packaging made 
up the most of  this waste. In fact, corrugated boxes alone 
accounted for about 32.5 million tons of  waste.

80,080 
tons generated

40,090 
tons recycled

32,130 
tons landfilled

TOTAL CONTAINER AND PACKAGING WASTE  
GENERATED IN THE U.S. IN 2017:

CONTAINER AND PACKAGING WASTE GENERATED  
BY MATERIAL IN THE U.S.:

Paper & paperboard - 51%

Steel - 3%

Plastic - 18%

Aluminum - 2%

Wood - 14%

Other miscellaneous packaging - 0%

Packaging waste in the European Union

Also in 2017, about 487 kg of  waste was 
generated per person in the EU, Eurostat 
reports. A separate report notes that nearly 
173 kg of  packaging waste was produced 
per person. Paper and cardboard made 
up the majority of  this packaging waste.

The EPA also reports that in 2017, roughly 139.6 million 
tons of  waste were landfilled. While food made up about 
22% of  this waste, plastic wasn’t far behind, accounting for 
19% of  landfill waste. Paper and cardboard were the next 
highest material landfilled, making up about 13% of  waste.

Croatia and Bulgaria had the lowest 
amounts of  packaging waste generated 
per person in the EU in 2017. The average 
packaging waste per person in Croatia 
was 67.3 kg and 64.1 kg in Bulgaria. 
Thirteen countries in the EU produced 
more than 150 kg of  packaging waste per 
person. The countries with the highest 
amount of  packaging waste per person 
include Luxembourg (230.9 kg/person), 
Germany (226.5 kg/person), Ireland (216 
kg/person) and Italy (209.5 kg/person).

173kg
 generated

141kg
 recovered

117kg
 recycled

SUMMARY OF 2017 PACKAGING WASTE  
GENERATED PER PERSON IN THE EU:

Paper & cardboard - 41%

Steel - 17%

Plastic - 19%

Aluminum - 5%

Wood - 18%

PACKAGING WASTE GENERATED BY 
MATERIAL IN THE EU:
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https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/03/8-steps-to-solve-the-oceans-plastic-problem
https://plasticoceans.org/the-facts/
https://www.epa.gov/facts-and-figures-about-materials-waste-and-recycling/containers-and-packaging-product-specific-data
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/-/DDN-20190123-1
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/-/DDN-20190123-1
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Packaging_waste_statistics
http://EPA also reports


The eco-friendly economy
The eco-friendly economy is characterised by resource efficiency that reduces 
environmental harm. It is also known as the “green economy.” According  
to the United Nations, the term was first used in a 1989 report advising the UK 
government on sustainable development. The UN launched its Green  
Economy Initiative in 2008 to analyse and assess green investment across 
various sections. 

The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) defines the green 
economy as “low carbon, resource efficient and socially inclusive.” The eco-
friendly economy is an evolving concept. At its core, however, it requires 
individuals and organisations to take action toward a more sustainable world.
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The circular economy
The Ellen MacArthur Foundation is a UK charity whose 
mission is to speed up the world’s transition to a circular 
economy. According to its website, the “circular economy 
is based on the principles of  designing out waste  
and pollution, keeping products and materials in use, 
and regenerating natural systems.” The circular economy 
contrasts the current linear economy, in which we take 
resources, use them to make products and throw the 
products away when we no longer need them. The Ellen 
MacArthur Foundation says this “take-make-waste” 
system must change.

The Circle Economy, a non-profit organisation, measures 
and defines a circularity gap between the resources 
used and the resources reused worldwide. According 
to its 2020 Circularity Gap Report, only 8.6% of  the 
global economy is circular. Two years ago, this figure 
was 9.1%. This means that more than 90% of  materials 
produced internationally are not reused. The UN claims 
that a circular economy would lead to a 28% decrease 
in resource use and 72% decrease in greenhouse gas 
emissions, Resource Media reports.

In 2015, the EU developed an action plan for the circular 
economy. The European Commission developed ten 
indicators, broken down into four areas, to track progress 
toward a circular economy. The four areas, as noted by 
Eurostat, are:

• Production and consumption
• Waste management
• Secondary raw materials
• Competitiveness and innovation

Creates jobs and encourages 
organisations to innovate their  

supply chains (competitiveness and 

innovation indicators)

Is made from recycled materials 
(secondary raw materials indicators)

“The Circular Economy is a blueprint for a new 
sustainable economy, one that has innovation and 
efficiency at its heart and addresses the business 
challenges presented by continued economic 
unpredictability, exponential population growth  
and our escalating demand for the world’s  
natural resources.” 
 

Chris Dedicoat, EVP, Worldwide Sales & Field Operations  

of  Cisco Systems

ORGANISATIONS THAT ADOPT ECO-FRIENDLY 
PRACTICES COULD BENEFIT 

 INDICATORS IN EACH AREA. FOR INSTANCE,  
ECO-FRIENDLY PACKAGING:

Decreases the amount of  
waste produced to package goods  

(production and consumption indicators)

Lowers the rate of packaging materials 
contributing to waste streams (waste 

management indicators)
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http://Ellen MacArthur Foundation
https://www.circularity-gap.world/2020
https://resource.co/article/only-nine-percent-world-economy-circular-claims-global-circularity-report-12366
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/circular-economy/indicators
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/circular-economy/indicators


Sustainability trends in the  
international economy
According to an international survey conducted by 
Nielsen, a market research firm, 81% of  respondents 
strongly feel that companies should contribute to 
environmental improvement efforts. But are millennials 
the only ones concerned with sustainability?  
Nielsen’s survey suggests they are not. The percent  
of  Nielsen survey respondents, by generation, who  
said it is “extremely” or “very” important for companies  
to implement environmental improvement programs  
were as follows:

Green capitalism and  
sustainable businesses
Green capitalism is the convergence of  
environmentalism and capitalism. It hinges 
on the idea that resource efficiency is 
beneficial for businesses as well as the 
environment. Stefano Ponte, director of  
the Centre for Business and Development 
Studies at the Copenhagen Business 
School, explained the business benefits 
well in his ScienceNordic article. He said:

“Eco-efficiency processes such as 
decreasing energy and water use, 
optimizing packaging, and improving 
recycling often lead to net cost 
reductions in operations and thus  
allow a focus on the bottom line  
– something that became even more 
urgent following the economic 
downturn of the late 2000s.”

Switching to eco-friendly packaging 
can benefit your bottom line. Why? 
Because it is also efficient packaging. 
With sustainable packaging materials as 
the foundation, eco-friendly packaging 
ensures excess materials are not used to 
ship items. Over time, this lowers costs. 

Sustainable, efficient packaging can help 
you save money by reducing: 

• Raw material costs

• Shipping and fuel costs

• Labor costs

• Wasted space in distribution centers

Gen Z (age 15-20) 
80%

Millennials (21-34)
85%

Gen X (35-49)
79%

Silent Generation (65+)
65%

Baby boomers (50-64)
72%

How do consumers feel about eco-friendly packaging? 
Many are in favor of  it. Per Packaging Digest’s Consumer 
Survey on Plastic Packaging Sustainability, 60% of  
consumer respondents are in favor of  non-plastic 
packaging options. Additionally, 83% of  respondents 
consider non-plastic packaging as more eco-friendly. 
Internationally, the BillerudKorsnäs Consumer Panel 
found that 72% of  respondents were willing to pay more 
for sustainably-packaged products.
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https://www.nielsen.com/us/en/insights/article/2018/global-consumers-seek-companies-that-care-about-environmental-issues/
https://sciencenordic.com/climate-society-and-culture-sustainability/we-must-move-beyond-green-capitalism/1607002
https://www.packagingdigest.com/sustainable-packaging/consumers-want-non-plastic-packaging-options-2019-11-14
https://www.packagingdigest.com/sustainable-packaging/consumers-want-non-plastic-packaging-options-2019-11-14
https://www.billerudkorsnas.com/globalassets/billerudkorsnas/media/news/consumer-panel/billerudkorsnas-consumer-panel-2017.pdf


Eco-friendliness in the 
business world
As the green and circular economies have gained traction, so has eco-
friendliness in the business world. Many businesses have adopted corporate 
sustainability statements to reflect their eco-friendly commitments. To live up to 
their commitments, businesses must analyse the sustainability of  their supply 
chain and packaging. 
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Sustainability in supply chains
Supply chains are responsible for a large amount  
of  pollution, emissions and waste. McKinsey  
& Company, a management consulting company, 
reports that the majority of  the consumer sector’s 
environmental impact comes from supply chains.  
In fact, the average consumer sector supply  
chain accounts for more than 80% of  greenhouse 
gas emissions and more than 90% of  air, soil 
and land impact. Additionally, The Sustainability 
Consortium’s (TSC) 2016 Greening Global Supply 
Chains report says that consumer goods make  
up more than 80% of  water use and 67% of  tropical 
forest loss internationally.

Some of  this can’t be helped when manufacturing 
and shipping a product. However, companies can 
make changes that improve their supply chain 
efficiency and limit waste. The first step to making 
sustainable supply chain and eco-friendly packaging 
changes is awareness. TSC’s report also notes 
that the majority of  manufacturers lack complete 
visibility into their supply chains and the associated 
sustainability issues.

Rising demand for eco-friendly products  
and packaging
As previously mentioned, consumers are increasingly 
in favor of  eco-friendly packaging. Many companies 
are evolving their offerings to align with consumer 
attitudes and company goals related to sustainability. 
Here are some examples of  businesses with  
eco-friendly packaging goals:

• The Coca Cola Company aims to make its global 
packaging 100% recyclable by 2025. 

• REI makes paper-based packaging a priority 
and developed its own sustainable packaging 
guidelines to reduce the environmental impact of  
its packaging.

• Diageo set four sustainable packaging goals 
to achieve by 2020: decrease total packaging 
weight by 15%, increase recycled materials  
to 45%, make all packaging recyclable or 
reusable, and sustainably source all paper 
 and board packaging. 

• HP has the goal of  recycling 1.2 million tonnes 
of  supplies and software by 2025. We helped 
HP develop eco-friendly notebook packaging 
that lowered the boxes’ weight by 35% and 
resulted in $3 to $5 million in annual airfreight 
cost savings.

• Target set five sustainable packaging goals to 
achieve by 2020 and 2022. Two of  those goals 
have to do with responsibly sourcing paper-
based packaging materials and improving the 
use of  its “How2Recycle” label.

• Apple is committed to limiting its packaging’s 
impact on forest resources by using paper 
more efficiently, using recycled paper when 
possible, responsibly sourcing virgin paper and 
contributing to working forests, according to its 
2017 Paper and Packaging Strategy.

• McDonalds is committed to ensuring 100% of  
its guest packaging is sourced from renewable, 
recycled or certified sources by 2025.

• Procter & Gamble aims to cut its virgin plastic 
use in half  by 2030 “via light weighting, 
increasing recycled content (PCR), driving 
conversion to more concentrated product forms, 
and when it makes sense, using alternative 
materials.” It is also committed to making all its 
packaging recyclable or reusable by 2030.
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https://www.coca-colacompany.com/sustainable-business/packaging-sustainability
https://www.rei.com/stewardship/sustainable-packaging
https://www.rei.com/stewardship/rei-sustainable-packaging-guidelines.pdf
https://www.rei.com/stewardship/rei-sustainable-packaging-guidelines.pdf
https://www.diageo.com/en/in-society/reducing-our-environmental-impact/sustainable-packaging/
https://www8.hp.com/us/en/hp-information/environment/design-for-environment.html
https://www.billerudkorsnas.com/managed-packaging/knowledge-center/case-studies/sustainable-materials-better-bottom-line2
https://www.billerudkorsnas.com/managed-packaging/knowledge-center/case-studies/sustainable-materials-better-bottom-line2
https://corporate.target.com/article/2017/04/sustainable-packaging-goals
https://www.apple.com/environment/pdf/Packaging_and_Forestry_September_2017.pdf
https://corporate.mcdonalds.com/corpmcd/scale-for-good/packaging-and-recycling.html
https://us.pg.com/environmental-sustainability/


Eco-friendly packaging as 
a business solution
Eco-friendly packaging is a two-fold business solution. First, it is a proactive 
way for companies to manage their environmental impact. Second, it reduces 
shipping costs by limiting excess packaging materials used. 

“Product packaging is a major source of waste from consumer goods and  
accounts for up to 20 percent of their COGS. Reducing packaging can  
therefore contribute to reducing waste while also driving down costs.  
Designing packaging for recycling enables the resources to be recovered  
and reused rather than ending up in a landfill.”  

- TSC’s 2016 Greening Global Supply Chains report
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Reducing waste with  
reusable packaging
We’ve discussed many U.S. and EU  
statistics about packaging waste. But,  
how can organisations identify packaging 
waste in their supply chains? You can 
look for:

• Empty space within packages

• Excess use of  packaging materials

• Non-recyclable or non-reusable  
packaging materials 

• Poor utilisation of  shipping  
container space

• Opportunities to reuse  
transport packaging materials 
in distribution centers

In our "Zero Waste Packaging Saves You 
More Than You Think” article, we use the 
term “zero-waste packaging” to describe 
“packaging in which every part of  the 
packaging are reusable or recyclable, 
meaning no actual waste is generated.”  
One way to implement reusable packaging  
is to design it for another purpose.  
Another way is to design packaging with  
eco-friendly, reusable materials. Packaging 
made from recyclable materials can 
eventually be reused as well.

Developing packaging to be reused  
and recycled
Developing packaging for reuse and recyclability 
begins with an audit of  your current packaging.  
Some questions to guide this process include:

• What percent of  your packaging is recyclable? 

• Can you substitute any materials with reusable  
or recyclable materials? 

• Can you reduce the amount of  packaging you  
are using? 

• Does your current packaging make the most 
efficient use of  space, or are you paying extra  
to ship packages that are larger than they  
need to be? 

• Do your supply chain partners have  
sustainable practices, or are they open to 
implementing some? 

• Is your inbound transport system designed  
for reuse in outbound shipments?

• Is your product packaging designed for consumers’ 
reuse, such as a playhouse for kids?

Once you’ve completed your audit, you can begin  
to develop a plan toward eco-friendly packaging.  
This process involves considerable research, testing, 
design and engineering. To set your organisation  
up for success, develop clear goals and initiatives. 
According to TSC’s Greening Global Supply Chains 
report, nearly 75% of  manufacturers equip designers 
to assess packaging sustainability, but less than  
10% set goals that track packaging improvements.  
For step-by-step information on creating a waste 
reduction plan, check out our article, "How to Reduce 
Waste in Your Packaging".

BillerudKorsnäs
Sustainability Statistics:  
Figures You Need to Know for 2020 

12/24

https://www.billerudkorsnas.com/managed-packaging/knowledge-center/articles/zero-waste-packaging-saves-money
https://www.billerudkorsnas.com/managed-packaging/knowledge-center/articles/zero-waste-packaging-saves-money
https://www.billerudkorsnas.com/about-us/billerudkorsnas-stories/33331/traeger-grills-packaging
https://www.billerudkorsnas.com/managed-packaging/knowledge-center/articles/how-to-reduce-waste-in-your-packaging
https://www.billerudkorsnas.com/managed-packaging/knowledge-center/articles/how-to-reduce-waste-in-your-packaging


Communicating the benefits of eco-friendly packaging
The final step to developing eco-friendly packaging is to implement 
your plan throughout the organisation. This involves communicating 
your plan, training staff  and getting buy-in from management. To 
convince management to invest in eco-friendly packaging, you’ll 
have to clearly communicate the benefits of  sustainable packaging. 
By incorporating environmental and financial benefits, you can make 
a strong business case for eco-friendly packaging. Below are three 
benefits of  sustainable packaging—with accompanying statistics 
mentioned throughout this eBook, as well as new cost-saving 
examples—to focus on.

Eco-friendly packaging reduces the use of  non-
biodegradable materials (such as foam), makes  
use of  renewable and recyclable materials,  
and decreases packaging's carbon footprint—
helping reduce waste internationally.

• Nearly 173 kg of  packaging waste was produced 
per person in the EU in 2017 (Eurostat).

• 80.1 million tons of  container and packaging 
waste was generated in the U.S. in 2017, and only 
about half  was recycled (EPA). 

• A circular economy would lead to a 28% decrease 
in resource use and 72% decrease in greenhouse 
gas emissions (Resource Media).

1. Waste reduction

2. Cost savings

Eco-friendly packaging optimises supply chain 
inefficiencies and reduces costs.

• Packaging accounts for about 20% of  consumers 
goods’ cost of  goods sold and can be reduced  
to decrease costs (TSC).

• Silpack, a Kenya-based packaging manufacturer, 
reduced its packaging weight by 20%  
and its air freight costs by $300,000 per 1 million  
boxes through eco-friendly packaging  
optimisation (BillerudKorsnäs).

• Dell implemented a closed-loop recycling  
system, making use of  reclaimed plastics through 
its “takeback program.” Its closed-loop  
activities have resulted in savings of  more than  
$250,000 since 2014, and since 2009, its 
sustainable packaging efforts have led to $53.3 
million in savings (TSC).

• An international footwear company sustainably 
reduced excess packaging and improved  
use of  container space, reducing freight costs by  
$1.3 million in the first year (BillerudKorsnäs).

Eco-friendly packaging can increase the value  
of  your business among eco-conscious consumers 
and partners.

• 81% of  survey respondents strongly feel that 
companies should contribute to environmental 
improvement efforts (Nielsen). 

• 60% of  consumer respondents desire non-plastic 
packaging options (Packaging Digest).

• Consumers are willing to pay more for products 
with eco-friendly packaging (BillerudKorsnäs 
Consumer Panel).

3. Eco-conscious brand value
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https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Packaging_waste_statistics
https://www.epa.gov/facts-and-figures-about-materials-waste-and-recycling/containers-and-packaging-product-specific-data
https://resource.co/article/only-nine-percent-world-economy-circular-claims-global-circularity-report-12366
https://www.sustainabilityconsortium.org/wp-content/themes/enfold-child/assets/pdf/2016-impact-report.pdf
https://www.billerudkorsnas.com/managed-packaging/knowledge-center/case-studies/with-care-and-consideration-from-sender-to-receiver
https://www.sustainabilityconsortium.org/wp-content/themes/enfold-child/assets/pdf/2016-impact-report.pdf
https://www.billerudkorsnas.com/managed-packaging/knowledge-center/case-studies/a-great-fit-for-every-shoe
https://www.nielsen.com/us/en/insights/article/2018/global-consumers-seek-companies-that-care-about-environmental-issues/
https://www.packagingdigest.com/sustainable-packaging/consumers-want-non-plastic-packaging-options-2019-11-14
https://www.billerudkorsnas.com/globalassets/billerudkorsnas/media/news/consumer-panel/billerudkorsnas-consumer-panel-2017.pdf
https://www.billerudkorsnas.com/globalassets/billerudkorsnas/media/news/consumer-panel/billerudkorsnas-consumer-panel-2017.pdf


MANAGED PACKAGING FOR INTERNATIONAL SUPPLY CHAINS
Sustainable packaging solutions for your supply chain
Managed Packaging from BillerudKorsnäs offers packaging control, operational  
savings and sustainability performance. We use eco-friendly practices to streamline  
the packaging portion of  international supply chains. We help brands identify 
opportunities to optimise material use, improve product protection, increase freight 
savings and embrace sustainable packaging.

Connect with BillerudKorsnäs today
Are you ready for operational savings and eco-friendly packaging improvements?  
Connect with a packaging expert at BillerudKorsnäs for Managed Packaging solutions.

Key benefits of Managed Packaging:

• Regional expertise
• Network flexibility
• Cost savings throughout supply chain
• Increased operational efficiency
• Improved quality control
• Increased CSR and compliance

CONTACT US

http://https://www.billerudkorsnas.com/about-us/contact
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