
Future-proofing  
e-commerce packaging
Why sustainability credentials are key  
to customer engagement in the food  
and drink sector



An eco evolution is happening on our doorsteps. To a 
frustrated public across all generations and around the 
globe, the discussion on climate change has reached 
a new level. Consumers are focusing much of their 
attention in this space, and while the food and drink 
industry has led the way in introducing sustainable 
packaging solutions, this also creates particularly high 
expectations.

To us, this is no surprise. At DS Smith, this is a 
conversation we have been having for a long time, both 
internally and with our customers and stakeholders. We 
have been at the forefront of developing sustainable 
packaging solutions for the retail industry for decades.

Consumers now expect the food and drink brands they 
bring into their homes and lives to lead the way when it 
comes to sustainability. A 2017 report by Unilever shows 
33% of consumers are choosing to buy from brands 
they believe are doing social or environmental good, and 
estimates a €966 billion opportunity for brands that 
make their sustainability credentials clear.

It is not the high street where the battle must be fought, 
it is in our homes. Today online shopping is growing 
faster than ever, which means a growing proportion 
of packaging is also being delivered to our front doors 

as retailers battle to secure long-term online buying 
commitments from consumers.

Overall shoppers are buying more online. According to 
statistics from Mintel, in 2018 sales of online groceries in 
the UK hit £12.3 billion, up 9% from 2017. Over the next 
five years, online grocery is forecast to account for 10% 
of all grocery shopping, with sales growing by 60% to 
reach £19.8 billion in 2023.

However, with this move comes multiple challenges 
for grocery retailers needing to develop significantly 
different packaging for fresh and frozen products that 
require greater protection, as well as the need to for 
chilled delivery. This is also crucial in the larger debate 
about reducing food waste.

This paper addresses e-commerce for the food and drink 
sector, and the challenges inherent in delivering fresh 
and store cupboard goods to people’s homes in the most 
efficient and sustainable way possible. There is plenty 
of work to be done and we are already employing a 
multitude of tactics to address the challenge.

Join us - create smarter packaging, cut waste and put 
sustainability at the heart of everything you do.

Chris Murray, DS Smith UK’s Managing Director

The Future is Now
Consumers of food & drink products are demanding more be done,  
and now, to prevent climate change.



1. Set sustainable standards

It is crucial that the expectations of both brands and 
consumers are aligned when it comes to sustainability. 
DS Smith and Forbes surveyed 370 executives 
responsible for packaging decisions across numerous 
industries, 81% of whom are concerned about 
environmental issues and 93% have taken action to 
reduce the environmental impact of packaging. 

In another DS Smith survey of UK shoppers, 39% 
who have bought something online are concerned by 
excess packaging. Consumers look to the brands and 
retailers they engage with to set the bar high when it 
comes to sustainable standards. This report reveals 
how to make sure packaging meets the mark.

2. Use right-size packaging

According to the research by DS Smith and Forbes, 
25% of what is shipped by e-commerce suppliers is 
empty space. The average ranges hugely by product 
type – at 18%, clothing and footwear is relatively 
low. The carbon impact of this is equivalent to the 
annual carbon emissions of Belgium. By addressing 
the challenge of empty space, nearly two thirds of 
executives surveyed (65%) believe they can achieve a 
packaging cost reduction of at least 25%, while 62% 
believe they can save a quarter of their logistics costs. 

This amounts to a potential global saving of $46 
billion every year, while also saving significantly on 
materials and carbon emissions. As for how to achieve 
these savings, right-size packaging is the solution. 
The technology now exists to enable e-commerce 
businesses to implement this successfully – read on to 
see how it can be done.

3. Close the loop

The UK is at a tipping point in terms of its 
recycling targets. The current waste management 
infrastructure was developed at a time when 
e-commerce was a comparatively small proportion of 
the total waste to be dealt with in the UK. 

A recent report by DS Smith and Central Saint Martins, 
UAL, identified a set of recommendations to ensure 
the UK’s recycling and infrastructure approach is fit for 
the future, principal among them a circular economy 
– something that the UK government would need to 
lead on. 

At DS Smith we support any measures to improve 
sustainability. Prime among them is to design 
packaging that is optimised for recyclability once it has 
been used. We also support our customers to close the 
loop in their own manufacturing processes wherever 
possible.

Three Steps to Sustainable E-commerce 
Packaging
Food and drink internet retailing saw 11% current value growth in 2018, reaching £7.6bn, while the entire food 
and drink sphere accounted for 92% of retail packaging volumes in 2016, demonstrating the scale of the sector. 
When considering sustainability in packaging in this space, there are three key steps all businesses should take to 
maximise the opportunity.



It all starts with the box. While many believe thinking 
outside the box is important, at DS Smith we think the 
box itself is the beginning of it all. 

Businesses that use sustainable packaging as 
standard can testify to this – after all, from a consumer 
viewpoint, if the packaging you use hits the right note, 
no doubt the rest of your business does too.

This is somewhere the food and drink industry is 
leading the way, for example with the growth of recipe 
boxes. Urbanisation and an increasingly hectic pace 
of life means people have less time to shop and cook. 
Delivered on a weekly basis, the box contains all the 
products and recipes needed for meals – and all of the 
packaging is either recyclable or returned to the box 
provider to help close the loop.

However, many organisations are missing out on this 
opportunity by not investing enough time or effort in 
packaging design. In terms of consumer experience, 
there is huge untapped potential here. 

Our research shows that 52% of business decision-
makers do not connect packaging with customer 
experience. However, 51% of consumers consider 

packaging waste an important environmental issue, 
and the same percentage agree that the sustainability 
of paper-based packaging is more important to them 
today than it was five years ago.

Herein lies the potential of the box. By working with 
a packaging strategist, businesses have access to 
designers who are specialists in helping retailers find 
the best solution for a product, as well as cutting edge 
printing and finishing techniques.

In reality, the right solution for our clients comes from 
balancing a number of factors. Ideally sustainably 
sourced, renewable materials containing recycled 
content will also be recyclable. The box should be right 
size, using no more material than necessary and no 
tape for ease of recyclability - innovative reasonable 
closure mechanisms are a must.  

Innovative solutions to packaging challenges enable 
businesses to reduce costs, increase sales and manage 
risk, all while delighting the customer. At DS Smith we 
are able to capture and meet the varying sustainable 
packaging priorities of our clients.

Step 1: Set Sustainable Standards
Trust Issues
Internet retailing in the UK has continued to 
grow, however there remains a major obstacle 
for retailers to overcome and this is the issue of 
trust. When it comes to fresh food, but also store 
cupboard essentials such as pasta, pulses and 
grains, people like to handle the products before 
buying. This means that trusting someone else 
to select the avocado at its optimum ripeness or 
the right size of pasta shape is hard for consumers 
to do, as is trusting for it to be delivered in prime 
condition. For online retail to achieve its full 
potential, retailers need to design packaging that 
maintains optimum freshness and protects fragile 
food types.



There is a growing momentum behind the idea that 
sustainability in the supply chain should now be a top 
priority. To achieve sustainability targets, it’s vital that 
retailers reduce waste in the supply chain, starting 
with excess packaging.

Our research with Forbes shows that one quarter of 
what is shipped by e-commerce suppliers is empty 
space, which has a carbon impact equivalent to the 
annual carbon emissions of Belgium. This provides 
a huge opportunity for brands to deliver tangible 
sustainability improvements.

As e-commerce grows as a proportion of shopping, 
this is a particularly pressing demand. Consumers have 
come to expect high standards of home deliveries, but 
many examples fall well below the bar.

Shockingly, few businesses are aware of the 
importance of packaging. A study by DS Smith  
revealed that more than a third (39%) of UK shoppers 
have experienced poor-quality packaging when 
ordering online. This is prompting discontent, with 
nearly one in five (19%) saying they have felt angry 
or upset after the experience and 26% saying they 
wouldn’t order again from a retailer that sent them a 
poorly packaged product.

One need only look at the Twitter-storms and 
Facebook rants that surround excessively packaged 
online orders to see the risk of reputational damage to 
a brand that comes with a box filled with foam chips or 
shredded paper. 

This reflects badly on the wider retail industry, 
especially when slimline packaging is possible for 
every single online order that is made. 

Using just enough material to protect the product but 
no more, right-size packaging such as that delivered 
by DS Smith’s Made2Fit solution means individual 
deliveries take up less space – which means fewer 
lorries and less CO2 emissions – but are also less likely 
to become damaged. 

Today, next day delivery is the norm. Tomorrow, it may 
be by drone or robot. Either way, consumers expect 
more. In the near future, it is likely that anything other 
than right-size packaging will, quite simply, be wrong. 

Step 2: Use Right-size  
Packaging



Made2Fit – Tailor Made for Retailers

With DS Smith’s Made2Fit solutions, void fill could 
become a thing of the past, a change that would 
have an enormous impact on the retail supply chain, 
restoring consumer confidence in brands and retailers 
and allowing shoppers to better enjoy the online retail 
experience.

For high volume retailers, DS Smith has developed 
Made2fit Auto. This means: 10 million box size 
combinations, from just 3 blanks; easy to pack single 
and multi-orders and the ability to erect, fill, close and 
label boxes in a single process. 

DISCSTM – Testing toughness

At DS Smith we have developed an industry leading 
process, which tests whether packaging can survive 
the rigours of an average e-commerce supply chain. 
Online orders must withstand up to 50 touchpoints,  
so packaging must be both durable and sustainable.

Named after the types of testing (Drop, Impact, Shock, 
Crush, Shake), the patented system consists of five 
pieces of equipment, each replicating a part of the 
product journey and therefore providing real world 
testing.

[ [



As the move to reduce waste in the home continues, 
businesses that enable easy recycling alongside 
a reduction in packaging could well become ever 
more popular. So much so that retailers are actively 
responding to the challenge. 

Aldi aims to reduce packaging by 50% by 2025, 
Iceland plans to bring back the traditional greengrocer 
with packaging-free fruit and vegetables as part of 
its efforts to eliminate plastic by 2023, while Pret 
A Manger and Costa Coffee offer discounts when 
customers bring disposable cups into store. 

A reduction of plastics in the home will be the key 
target over the coming months and years, supported 
by efforts from the food industry and government. 
The Ellen MacArthur Foundation, which has the aim 
of speeding up the transition to a circular economy, 
has now published a First Global Commitment report 
setting out the details, which includes brands 
and retailers expanding reuse and refill schemes, 
alongside ending the use of problematic plastic.

As well as being a packaging manufacturer, DS Smith 
is Europe’s largest paper and cardboard recycler and 
advises clients on the circular economy in relation to 
the whole supply chain. We believe in the power of 
less and we have made it our mission to manufacture 
100% reusable or recyclable packaging by 2025, and 
grow our net positive recycling position.

This is a process where waste – or, a better term, 
resource – is collected, recycled and then used again 
to make the same product it came from. The cardboard 
we collect, for example, is recycled and turned into 
new cardboard boxes in only 14 days. 

In any production system the quality of the raw 
material will have a significant impact on the quality 
of the final product. As such, maintaining the quality 
of recycled fibres is crucial. This is where it is up to 
retailers to embrace easy to recycle, single material 
packaging solutions, helping consumers to manage 
their own waste and trust that their actions will 
contribute to a circular packaging system. 

Step 3: Close the Loop
Recipe Boxes
Among the well-performing online grocery brands, 
those offering recipe kit home delivery are showing 
some of the strongest growth, with investors 
predicting the value of the UK recipe box segment 
to double in the next five years. Of course, these 
subscription delivery services require a certain 
amount of packaging to ensure that ingredients 
remain fresh and ready to use upon arrival. However, 
with brands including Riverfood and Mindful Chef 
offering collection services to aid the reuse of boxes 
and insulation, combined with moves to make 
sure the majority of the remaining packaging is 
recyclable, this seems to be a sector taking the lead 
on sustainability. 



Sam Jones, DS 
Smith’s Sustainability 
Manager, discusses 
the latest 
sustainability trends  
in packaging.

What are DS Smith’s customers asking for?
Our customers in the food and drink sector are closely 
examining sustainability in their businesses and 
asking for help. They want to know how they measure 
up against their competitors, and the proactive 
steps they can take to improve. They are asking us 
as sustainable packaging experts to help to provide 
some clarity and cut through the confusion about 
sustainable packaging. 

The plastics debate is high on the media agenda. 
What’s your view?
There is a lot of noise around the plastics debate and 
food and drink brands need to react to the consumer 
mood, but it is complicated. When it comes to 
packaging food and drink, however, there is the added 
pressure of reducing food waste due to spoilage. 
Plastics are so prevalent in our society for a reason 
– they’re lightweight, cheap and in many instances 

can be reused in supply chains. Well designed plastic 
packaging that is reusable, recyclable and recycled in 
practice will continue to play a role and indeed there 
are many applications where plastic packaging may be 
the more sustainable option. The challenge is poorly 
conceived plastic packaging that is neither technically 
recyclable, such as black oven trays, or unlikely to be 
recycled because of a lack of infrastructure.

What do DS Smith’s customers think of our 
sustainability initiatives?
I think customers want to work with organisations  
that have aligned cultures and values. Our 
commitment to tackling sustainability issues is 
exemplified by our range of long term targets and 
our consistently excellent performance in third party 
sustainability benchmarks.  I also think our customers 
come to us for answers because they know we’ll 
provide them where we can, and help to work them 
out together where we can’t. 

The Committee on Climate Change released 
a report recently saying the UK should cut 
greenhouse gases to zero by 2050. Is this 
feasible? And where should the focus be for 
food and drinks businesses?

Yes, it’s feasible. While a lot of effort has gone into 
tackling emissions associated with energy generation, 
relatively little has gone into transport and logistics. 
As such it’s now the highest emitting sector of our 

economy. Achieving such an ambitious goal will need 
new focus on making logistics more carbon efficient. 
A key way to do this will be taking empty space out of 
boxes and optimising our transport sector, something 
we work with customers to achieve in our PackRight 
Centres. Optimising last mile delivery will also be key, 
which is somewhere that Made2Fit can massively 
help. Better packaging design means fewer lorries and 
less emissions, which will help to achieve this goal.

What trends in packaging should e-commerce 
retailers be aware of?
Legislation is likely to be introduced to create a 
financial environment where it makes more sense for 
retailers to simplify packaging with the overall aim of 
making it easier to be recycled. One trend to watch, 
therefore, is the use of single materials in packaging, 
to make recycling easier. We are already helping 
customers with this. For food and drink products it 
can be difficult, however, as much packaging uses a 
combination of card and plastic.

What will be a new challenge in the future?
Reusable packaging, I think, will be the next trend to 
watch. Some food and drink suppliers are ahead of 
other industries on this by delivering a product, then 
taking back the packaging for reuse or recycling. The 
return logistics necessary to allow this are rapidly 
developing, led by retailers we are working with. 

Ask the Expert



Garçon Wines, the inventor of the world’s first flat 
wine bottle, wanted to advance wine packaging into 
the 21st century with a more sustainable, efficient, 
convenient and cost-effective solution. To overhaul 
their e-commerce packaging, the business enlisted DS 
Smith to help.

The multi-award winning, slimline bottle designs are 
made from 100% post-consumer recycled material 
and are 87% lighter than an average glass bottle of 
the same volume. This means they are cheaper to 
ship and transportation generates less carbon dioxide 
emissions. The recycled polyethylene terephthalate 
(PET) bottle is also 100% recyclable afterwards. 

The founders, Joe Revell and Santiago Navarro, 
came up with the concept two years ago when they 
joined an online wine club and became frustrated 
when they were out and missed deliveries. Alisdair 
Easton, General Manager at Garçon Wines explains: 
“We wanted to come up with a way to deliver wine 
seamlessly into the home and facilitate single bottle 
delivery. The traditional round wine bottle no longer 
seemed fit for purpose in the world of e-commerce 
as it can’t fit through a letter box, has an inefficient 
design and contributes greatly to climate change.” 

Garçon Wines’ first goal was to create a single unit 
pack for gifting companies. It needed to be thin 
enough to fit through the letterbox but strong enough 
to protect a bottle and ensure it arrived with no 
defects whatsoever.

Alisdair continues: “We needed to find a packaging 
company that could work with this innovative brief, 
and because of the global interest in the design, also 
manage the scale of the business and help us create a 
high-quality product. DS Smith is a cut above the rest 
and has a truly collaborative approach.”

The single unit pack is made from a combination of 
FSC certified corrugated materials for the outerliner 
and recycled fibres for the remainder of the pack. This 
ensures the packaging reflects the sustainable ethos 
of Garçon Wines.

Speaking about his experience of working with DS 
Smith, Alisdair concludes: “In DS Smith we have found 
a partner that shares our ethos – it is committed to 
designing and manufacturing high-quality, sustainable 
products that have a minimal carbon footprint and 
reduce inefficiencies in supply chains.”

A Study in Sustainability
Garçon Wines bottles up sustainability for the wine industry



DS Smith, Europe’s largest cardboard and paper 
recycler and the leading provider of sustainable 
packaging, has become an Ellen MacArthur Foundation 
Global Partner. The three-year partnership will support 
innovation in DS Smith’s business model, to include 
projects on packaging design for a circular economy 
and improving collection systems in urban areas.

DS Smith operates in 17 countries across Europe to 
manage over 5 million tonnes of recyclable materials 
each year and ensure they are not lost from the 
system. It is also participating in new trials to solve 
how the UK collects and processes rising quantities of 
e-commerce packaging and hard to recycle products, 
such as coffee cups.

Separately, DS Smith is making available over £1 
million from its Charitable Foundation to invest in 
sustainability or education initiatives. This programme 
will kickstart local projects across DS Smith’s global 
footprint and support innovative new programmes 
that will make a real difference to the communities in 
which it operates.

DS Smith joins the Foundation’s ten existing Global 
Partners including Danone, Google, H&M Group, Intesa 
Sanpaolo, NIKE, Inc., Phillips, Renault, SC Johnson, 
Solvay, and Unilever in driving forward market leading 
circular economy initiatives at scale.

Collaborating for change
New partnership sees DS Smith leading the packaging industry

“ “Our business model is centred on the circular economy and so this partnership 
will be extremely important in developing our products and services further. Our 
employees are proud of the efforts we make in their communities and our strong 
focus on sustainability. However, I believe we can go further and the insights and 
partnership that the Ellen MacArthur Foundation can provide will be invaluable. In 
return, our innovation can support the Foundation’s drive to grow more business 
engagement in the circular economy. 

Miles Roberts – CEO, DS Smith

Building on DS Smith’s strong history of innovation across its supply chains, the 
partnership will focus on identifying opportunities to redesign materials, business 
models, and problematic waste streams, to create solutions that are aligned with 
the principles of the circular economy. By applying innovation and creativity, and 
taking a whole systems approach, we have a huge opportunity to redesign our 
economy so that it can work in the long term. I look forward to exploring what our 
partnership can do to accelerate this shift. 

Dame Ellen MacArthur – Founder, Ellen MacArthur Foundation
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Get in Touch
To learn more about DS Smith’s industry-leading approach to  
sustainability, visit www.dssmith.com.


