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The global packaging industry is facing its most dramatic 

transformation since the introduction of Polyethylene in the 

1960s. Creating more products, faster and cheaper is no longer 

an indication of success. The market has changed, moved 

online, and the audience has evolved. 

So, who and what is driving these changes? More importantly, 

how will this influence the future of the packaging industry?

Join us as we take a look into how the shift in consumer 

behavior to eCommerce store fronts and the rise of the green 

generation is shaping the packaging industry of the future.

1 Traditional packaging vs. eCommerce packaging

2 The role of eCommerce in the packaging revolution

3 Packaging segment predictions 2019 – 2022  
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Having hardly changed since the Industrial Revolution, 

traditional packaging was created for easy mass production, 

transportation and storage. Back then, larger quantities 

would be delivered to stores in barrels, jugs and sacks to be 

separated into individual portions by retailers and displayed 

in packaging to encourage customers to buy.

Traditional packaging for retail display and in-store purchase 

was typically focused on three elements: 

1. PRODUCT PROTECTION 

Protection en route to store, manual handling at all points 

and transport from store to the end user’s destination. 

2. LOOK ATTRACTIVE TO DRIVE SALES 

All visible packaging must be designed to stand-out 

from other items. This includes a product’s branding and 

incorporates all elements of marketing.

1. 
Traditional packaging



3. INCLUDE THE PRODUCT INFORMATION NEEDED TO SECURE A 

SALE AND SATISFY ANY LEGAL REQUIREMENTS  

Basic details such as product name and brand 

as standard but also all the details of a product’s 

manufacturer, ingredients (where necessary), advisory 

notes and so on. 

Plus, the branded outer-packaging that protected the product 

packaging to ensure items looked at their best on the shop floor. 

This would include bulk boxing, internal protective packaging, 

wrapping, labelling and pallets involved in the transportation 

from manufacturer to distributor, distributor to wholesaler, 

and wholesaler to store.
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The rise of eCommerce over the past 20 years has seen a 

significant shift from traditional considerations of manufacturer 

to store processes on a mass scale. The volume and variety of 

items now being sold online has required a much more flexible 

approach that offers bespoke options.

In addition to the traditional points mentioned above, the rise 

of eCommerce has meant a product’s packaging now has to 

tackle additional challenges on its route from maker to user. 

These include: 

1. INTERNAL SYSTEMS 

Multi-item orders from different centers, order details 

and invoice notes, delivery labels, postage costs, 

delivery timescales and quality assurance all need to 

be established and monitored. These will all impact on 

customer service scores and product satisfaction levels. 

2. CHOOSING THE RIGHT PACKAGING FOR THE JOB 

Each eCommerce retailer must choose packaging that 

can be used for a wide range of items. This requires 

innovative solutions to provide suitable packaging 

for varied size and weight items whilst remaining cost 

effective. 

3. TRAINING 

Ensure that staff follow best practices for packing items 

safely, with the correct information. 



4. PRODUCT PICKING 

Protection during warehouse picking methods, by human 

or robotic methods. 

5. MULTIPLE-ITEM PACKAGING 

The quality of outer packaging and internal protection to 

suit unusually shaped items within one order. Especially 

those destined for multi-channel delivery systems.
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IS ECOMMERCE THE FUTURE?

A lot of noise has been made about the boom of eCommerce 

and its impact on brick and mortar stores. The popular story 

shows how a move to online shopping is causing established 

retailers on the high street to close their doors. 

If the dramatic shift is to be believed, this would mean a large 

change in product design and innovation for the packaging 

world. A move from creating items for bulk distribution and 

shelf display to online display and robust packaging for 

individual postage.

In truth, this is an emotive narrative that is painting the picture 

of eCommerce as the villain of the piece. The facts show that 

although physical stores are slowing in growth and profit, 

according to Statistica, they are predicted to still account for a 

massive 86.3% of retail by 2021.

eMarketer has predicted that eCommerce will grow at a 

yearly rate of 2%+ to secure a 17.5% share of the overall global 

retail sales pot. At a healthy US $2.3 trillion, the rewards are 

obvious for those investing in dual channel and exclusively 

digital brands. But, that still leaves the lion’s share of income to 

traditional retailers, a ‘slight’ advantage of US $20 trillion more 

sales than their online rivals. 

2. 
THE ROLE OF ECOMMERCE

https://www.statista.com/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/379112/e-commerce-share-of-retail-sales-in-us/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/379112/e-commerce-share-of-retail-sales-in-us/


WHY DO WE SEE ECOMMERCE AS THE DOMINANT FORCE?

The surge of eCommerce has been monopolized by just a 

handful of players. Most notably, Amazon. 

The exceptional success of Amazon has stolen the limelight in 

popular media and lead to the impact of eCommerce on high 

street retailers being overexaggerated. 

Amazon’s headline grabbing growth figures, innovative 

products, and contentious relationship with paying tax 

(especially in the UK), has made them an easy scape-goat to 

the decline of traditional brands such as Sears and Toys R Us. 

The lure of having a brick and mortar presence has even 

seduced Amazon as they plan to expand their Amazon Go 

stores beyond existing Chicago and San Francisco hubs. If 

the high street was really becoming extinct, why would online 

major players want in on the action?



Love them or hate them, Amazon dominates the online 

shopping world. Their meteoric rise has disrupted the retail 

industry, but with only a 5% share of the overall US retail market 

in 2018, are they killing the high street or just challenging the 

status quo?

(SOURCE)
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https://expandedramblings.com/index.php/amazon-statistics/


IS ECOMMERCE DRIVING PACKAGING INNOVATION?

As the current disruptive force in retail packaging, eCommerce 

has asked questions of traditional packaging that had not 

been tackled before.

The fact that packaging solutions for eCommerce serve 

less than a fifth of retail doesn’t diminish the advances and 

innovations. New packaging solutions have advanced all 

product packaging by default.

However, eCommerce cannot be credited as the sole instigator 

of the recent packaging industry revolution. Multiple factors 

have shaped innovation and continue to do so as how we 

choose, buy, and receive products changes. 

Both primary and secondary packaging is no longer focused 

on protection. Now it needs to encompass all elements that 

make up the full customer experience. These include ecological 

concerns of materials, brand recognition/interaction at all 

levels of unboxing, and the more traditional physical protection 

for products (both to receive and possibly return items in mint 

condition). 



The disruptive effect of consumer eco concerns and new routes 

to sale such as ecommerce, are doing nothing to slow the 

demand for packaging. Growing at an impressive 3.5% every 

year, the global packaging industry is set to reach almost US 

$1 trillion by 2022 (Smithers Pica). 
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3. 
Packaging segment predictions 
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FLEXIBLE PACKAGING STATS

Estimated to grow at a CAGR of 5.92% during the period (2017-

2023), flexible packaging is quickly becoming manufacturers’ 

first choice. As a flexible product it can be shaped to form free-

standing and compact packaging for products such as food 

pouches for liquids and solids. 

The speed of adoption of this packaging format has been 

bolstered by two main factors:

1. How the reduced packaging weight of flexible packaging 

is reducing the associated costs of distributing products. 

2. The environmental benefits of manufacturing flexible 

packaging as it requires 75% less energy to produce. 

This equates to 1/10 of the CO2 emissions generated by 

manufacturing a metal container for the same product. 

The continuation of the segment’s growth has been 

assured thanks to the use of newer materials including 

polyethylene, polyethylene terephthalate or polypropylene. 

These combine the storage features of traditional plastics 

whilst being biodegradable after use.

The food & beverages industry accounts for the largest 

proportion of the global flexible packaging market with 38.16% 

share in 2016. This is predicted to grow at a CAGR of 6.12% 

(2017-2022). (SOURCE)

https://www.yorksaw.com/packaging-industry-trends/
https://www.marketwatch.com/press-release/flexible-packaging-market-2019-global-industry-size-growth-trends-demand-future-scope-business-revenue-top-players-and-regional-forecast-to-2022-2019-03-26


RIGID PACKAGING STATS

As with flexible packaging, rigid plastic packaging continues 

to offer a reduction in total material consumption and CO2 

footprint of product transportation. It is predicted to experience 

the highest annual growth of all of the packaging sectors of 

4.4% annually.

Although showing signs of strong performance in the near 

future, its growth beyond 2022 is less certain due to the surge 

in support for alternative products to plastics.

BOARD PACKAGING

Easily the largest segment of the packaging industry, 

paperboard (including corrugated formats, folding cartons 

and liquid cartons) is expected to remain number 1. It’s 

lightweight construction, versatility, customization and ease of 

recycling means it is going to be hard to topple over the next 

5 years.



METAL PACKAGING

Metal remains the best option for packaging requiring strength 

and for compressed product use. Bolstered by increasing sales 

in Asia, the market is predicted to be fairly steady until 2022. 

With a much higher carbon footprint in manufacture, metal 

containers and protective packaging is increasingly more 

expensive to make. 

However, lower quantities of source metals are predicted to be 

used in production as innovations such as new ‘compressed 

can’ aerosols become more commonplace. This should offset 

the cost of materials and lower the CO2 generated per item.

GLASS PACKAGING

Slower to grow is the glass packaging segment. The challenges 

of distributing fragile and heavy glass containers has led to 

the material being mostly used in high-end, luxury products.

Nevertheless, the opportunity for innovative product designers 

is vast. Recyclable and refillable options are also shifting 

perceptions of glass packaging to be a more responsible 

choice to plastics.

What will make or break a product will come down to what 

consumers want to buy and use rather than what is best for 

retailers to store and display.



What are the key drivers of packaging innovation for up to 

2022 and beyond?

1. ENVIRONMENTAL AWARENESS AND SUSTAINABILITY

 Reduction of packaging

Consumers are increasingly aware of the environmental 

impact of packaging. As a result, up to 39% of customers have 

expressed concern at oversized, excessive packaging as well 

as the use of non-recyclable materials. 

Getting the balance between product protection, appropriate 

packaging and large-scale order turnover isn’t easy. 

Attempting to individualize packaging en masse will always 

leave room for some consumers to feel the service they receive 

doesn’t match up to what they were promised. 

Amazon, as the eCommerce market leader, have championed 

a ‘Ship In Own Container’ option that allows users to decide 

if they want items packaged inside Amazon packaging in 

addition to the product’s own packaging. Whilst this isn’t 

suitable for all products, it does put the power to decide what 

is suitable packaging back into the hands of the consumer.

4.
Key drivers of 

packaging innovation

https://www.dssmith.com/packaging/industries/e-commerce-e-retail
https://www.dssmith.com/packaging/industries/e-commerce-e-retail


This innovation has eliminated 215,000 tons of packaging 

material and avoided 360 million shipping boxes according to 

Amazon. It hasn’t been all good news however as making this 

a default option rather than an additional opt in at check-out 

during the Christmas holidays caused considerable negative 

feedback. It seems in this case Amazon failed to highlight the 

option clearly enough to customers which led to a wave of bad 

PR that overshadowed the positive ecological impact they had 

intended.

 Recyclable packaging

As many large companies are committing to plastic free 

futures, the race is on for manufacturers and suppliers of these 

stores to deliver on their eco promises.

While big name stores are storefronts for many brands, the 

cost of innovation will be felt by individual manufacturers. 

The response to going plastic free will likely require a longer 

period to achieve and mean the end user will likely absorb the 

increased price of each unit.

Global brands that don’t have to rely on external innovation 

have a less complicated route to achieve a greener ethos. 

Coca-Cola, whose products create the biggest source of 

plastic litter in the world, is developing a 100% bioplastic Plant 

Bottle 2.0. Their goal is to complete a global switchover by 

2020. 

https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/amazon-ruining-christmas-packaging-box-surprise-gifts-presents-twitter-a8645721.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/amazon-ruining-christmas-packaging-box-surprise-gifts-presents-twitter-a8645721.html
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/newsbysector/retailandconsumer/7304436/Coca-Cola-is-most-littered-brand-in-Britain-study-shows.html
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/newsbysector/retailandconsumer/7304436/Coca-Cola-is-most-littered-brand-in-Britain-study-shows.html
https://www.smitherspira.com/resources/2016/february/global-packaging-material-outlooks
https://www.smitherspira.com/resources/2016/february/global-packaging-material-outlooks


Other recent innovations have included Amcor’s polyolefin-

based flexible substrate for ambient foods, Mondi’s fully 

recyclable laminate BarrierPack and a range of biodegradable 

items made from existing waste products such as coffee 

capsules made from compacted bean pulp.

 CO2 vs Recyclable

Not all packaging is created equal. Despite the current anti-

plastic movement, there are occasions when a product with 

non-recyclable packaging is a more ecological option. This 

is when the impact of the whole product’s creation cycle is 

considered including manufacture, distribution, use, life-span 

and material decay rate.

In recent times consumers have been encouraged to be 

mindful of a range of factors such as food miles, organic 

integrity, pesticide-free, free-range, cruelty-free, sustainable 

materials and so on. As consumers have become more driven 

by their convictions, the opportunity to use these features as a 

selling point has followed.

It is therefore in the interest of any business to highlight current 

ecological successes and set goals that align their brand with 

the general public.

An example of this is Amazon’s vision to reduce their CO2 

footprint as a company. Shipment Zero is their commitment to 

offset the carbon created from their eCommerce company by 

50% by 2030. As the market leader in eCommerce, this would 

have a significant effect on the sector’s carbon footprint. Am
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https://packagingeurope.com/2018-retrospective/
https://blog.aboutamazon.com/sustainability/delivering-shipment-zero-a-vision-for-net-zero-carbon-shipments


2. SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

Big business isn’t known for its warm and fuzzy sentimentality. 

Most companies exist to make money for their boards of 

directors and investors. However, there have been a series 

of success stories where companies are set up to serve the 

greater good. 

A great example of this is global footwear company Toms. 

Since 2007 they have donated a pair of shoes to a child in need 

for every pair sold. This has reached a staggering 86 million 

pairs as of May 2019. Whilst providing fashionable shoes, they 

have also sold the idea of charity to a whole generation.

Many online retailers are partnering with charitable 

organizations and asking consumers to round up the cost of 

their order to the nearest $ or £ to donate to good causes. By 

enabling a quick and low effort donation they are hitching 

their brand onto the good work done by their chosen charity 

and sharing the feel-good factor with consumers.

 

https://www.toms.co.uk/what-we-give-shoes


Amazon have recently rolled out their charitable arm, 

AmazonSmile. By routing your browsing and purchasing 

through AmazonSmile, 0.5% of the price of your eligible 

AmazonSmile purchases to the charitable organization of your 

choice. The key point here is that is doesn’t cost the consumer 

anything and you can choose your charity.

Whilst this is good – it is donating to charity after all – many 

may comment a better way to help those in need (across all 

countries they operate in) would to be to pay appropriate 

business tax rather than routing funds offshore. 

 

 

3. ECOMMERCE PACKAGING

 Easy to unbox vs. wow factor

Packaging may have been created initially to deliver products 

in mint condition to a consumer, but as packaging materials 

have changed, so has our relationship with them.

For some of us, the unpacking of our latest item may be the 

most dangerous part of the journey as we struggle with wire 

ties, plastic clam cases and shrink wrap. Although some 

products now feature easy opening instructions, the unboxing 

of a new purchase often requires patience and a toolbox.

https://blog.aboutamazon.com/community/how-to-sign-up-for-amazonsmile


To tackle this Amazon created it’s ‘Frustration Free’ programme. 

This is a range of products (more than 1.1 million items) it has 

identified as featuring minimalized packaging 

for those of us who just want to get the product 

into question as quickly as possible. The eco 

boast that accompanies this is that in 2018 

Amazon used  83 million less corrugated 

boxes thanks to those that chose a ‘frustration 

free’ item.

For those that want the additional features of 

extensive packaging and the social media worthy anticipation 

of opening items one cable tie and internal cardboard 

compartment at a time, the opportunity is there to buy store 

packaged items. 

Plus, for the full unboxing experience some brands have the 

opportunity to create special packaging to enhance the 

experience of purchase.

 Primary packaging suited to multi-item postage

As with the Amazon Frustration Free programme, the 

advantages of ‘Ship In Own Container’ (SIOC) items that are 

robust enough to withstand ISTA-3A testing in manufacturer 

packaging saves packaging resources and packing time in 

the eCommerce process.

https://www.packagingdigest.com/optimization/amazon-on-creating-ecommerce-packaging-thats-great-for-customers-companies-and-environment-2017-04-14


 Protection in transit

Minimized or SIOC packaging must still deliver items in perfect 

condition. The supply chain cost savings of delivering items 

right, first time cannot be ignored. Products in a traditional 

retail supply chain will be handled an average of 5 times. In 

the eCommerce supply chain increases to being handled 20+ 

times. The more touch points an item has, the more opportunity 

for it to be damaged. 

Plus, 30–40% of online purchases are returned, so the same 

packaging must be capable of doing the return journey without 

causing damage to contents.

4. PACKAGING AS MARKETING

 Multi-channel sales

Packaging has always had a key role to play in selling the 

product to consumers. Until recently, the design and concept 

of packaging marketing has been focused on maximizing 

retail shelf impact.  

With the steady increase of eCommerce, the challenge is now 

to create designs that work to attract consumers in both retail 

and eCommerce spaces.

 Active role of packaging

As part of a larger sea change of how consumers interact with 

marketing, packaging now plays a much bigger role in the 

consumer experience. Packaging is quickly becoming another 

marketing channel.

https://reclaystewardedge.com/insights/blog/rise-e-commerce-impact-packaging-waste/
https://reclaystewardedge.com/insights/blog/rise-e-commerce-impact-packaging-waste/
https://www.smitherspira.com/resources/2016/february/global-packaging-material-outlooks


From compelling copy, imagery and calls to action, packaging 

now needs to deliver interactive elements. This has featured 

technological elements such as the resurgence of QR codes 

and mobile VR experiences from images.

New wave packaging is taking advantage of the mobile 

technology the majority of us have in our hand – our mobile 

phones – and using these to deliver additional elements 

to boost your product satisfaction. This may be detailed 

instructions on product use, superfast warranty set up or 

tailored marketing based on your purchase.

 Primary and secondary packaging

Messaging that enhances a consumer’s experience of the 

product and brand are now expected on both product 

packaging and delivery packaging.

Whereas individual products are focused on interaction 

between the consumer and product, retailers such as 

Amazon are taking the opportunity to promote their brand on 

packaging. Clear messaging about their company, helpful 

information and promotions printed directly on the boxes 

is great marketing whilst also reducing steps in the packing 

system by eliminating the need for additional paperwork and 

labels.

https://www.packworld.com/article/package-design/graphic/connected-pack-how-social-media-changing-packaging-design
https://www.packworld.com/article/package-design/graphic/connected-pack-how-social-media-changing-packaging-design


5. USER EXPERIENCE

 Physical use

No matter what the product is, packaging can make or break 

an end user’s enjoyment of it. Resealable packets, easy tear, 

pull-out pouring spouts, and designs sized to maximize space 

in typical storage areas have all made an impact on how we 

use day-to-day products.

More innovative brands have found ways to reuse their 

packaging such as folding options to use clothing packaging 

as hangers. Not only does this serve a practical use but it 

creates a talking point for consumers, driving word of mouth 

promotion.

Hangerpak concept design by Steve Haslip.



 Return custom/loyalty

Happy customers don’t just buy your product again; they 

tell others about their positive experience. Equally, if they 

had a problem, be sure they will share that too. With 26% of 

consumers saying poor quality packaging would prevent them 

from returning to the retailer, and 19% saying their experience 

made them angry or upset, quality packaging could actively 

boost sales.

Angry/upset 
by poor 
packaging 
74%

PACKAGING SATISFACTION

Satisfied 
74%

Unsatisfied 
26%

Damaged 
Repeat Visit 
26%

TOTAL SATISFACTION UNSATISFIED IMPACT

(SOURCE)

https://www.dssmith.com/packaging/industries/e-commerce-e-retail


As we move into this new style of packaging, what should you 

focus on to ensure your design, product or store doesn’t get 

left behind?

TRANSPARENCY & SIMPLICITY

Consumers have less time than ever and clear packaging 

can enable them to browse and choose the products that will 

satisfy them – a win, win for retailers and consumers alike.

Delivering clear, honest messaging about products and 

contents isn’t a new concept. However, the simplistic, often 

graphic design style of some examples have shown significant 

success when using the same design online and in store.

In a world tight on time, many brands are returning to the 

basics of design to get their message across via the thumbnail 

view of eCcommerce. 

PERSONALIZATION

The quick increase of digital printing in the packaging industry 

has produced opportunity for brands to create personalized 

packaging experiences. The personalized 

packaging industry is set to increase at a  CAGR 

of 5.1% over the forecast period (2017-2025).

5.
Design trends for 

the future
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https://www.inc.com/magazine/201706/stephanie-schomer/rxbar-protein-bar-design-awards-2017.html
https://www.inc.com/magazine/201706/stephanie-schomer/rxbar-protein-bar-design-awards-2017.html
http://whattheythink.com/news/95008-personalized-packaging-industry-will-grow-gradually-during-assessment-period-2018-2026/
http://whattheythink.com/news/95008-personalized-packaging-industry-will-grow-gradually-during-assessment-period-2018-2026/


From a range of people’s names on Coca Cola bottles to Heinz’s 

‘Get well soon’ soup, packaging is now actively marketing to 

consumers.  

 

MARKETING CHANNEL

In an increasingly noisy media landscape, packaging offers 

a direct and relatively inexpensive way to engage with an 

audience.

Using packaging to open a dialog with consumers whilst 

reinforcing your brand values is an invaluable opportunity for 

all businesses.

Colgate promotion inside a pizza box.

https://www.pdachain.com/2018/03/12/successful-examples-of-personalized-packaging/
https://www.pdachain.com/2018/03/12/successful-examples-of-personalized-packaging/


USER-GENERATED CONTENT

Stand-out, interactive elements and multi-use packaging all 

increase the opportunity for users sharing their experience. 

With one in four consumers taking up to 300 photos a month, 

the opportunity for your packaging to be included in this torrent 

of user-generated content must be maximized.

SOURCE: Hubspot article - 10 User Generated Content Campaigns That Actually Worked

Image:  Starbuck’s design a limited edition cup competition 

promotion.



The foundation required for all of the tactics included in this 

eBook to be effective is a deep understanding of your target 

market. Without a clear idea of what consumers want from 

a product and the surrounding experience of that brand, it is 

impossible to design and deliver experiences that delight.

Although the investment in detailed research is significant, 

the rewards that exceptional packaging offers companies 

are vast. By understanding what your core audience sees as 

appropriate packaging materials, styles and its ecological 

credentials, you can increase return custom, boost word of 

mouth and social sharing,  and build brand loyalty.

It’s easier to deliver a good experience when it’s packaged 

with care.

6.
FINAL THOUGHTS
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