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Key Findings  
The research demonstrates that packaging 
continues to be a key concern at the forefront of  
consumers’ minds:

• �From a list of  product-focused environmental 
and ethical issues close to half  (51%) say they 
are personally concerned about the amount of  
packaging - the top response and significantly 
more prominent than issues like Fair Trade 
(37%), animal welfare (33%), food miles (24%) 
or a product’s “carbon footprint” (16%).

• �Close to four in five (79%) believe products are 
over packaged, while a similar proportion 
(82%) agrees with the statement “packaging is 
a major environmental problem”. Both of  these 
views have hardened since 1997 when 68% 
and 71%, respectively, felt that products were 
over packaged and that packaging was a 
major environmental problem. 

• �Close to half  (47%) believe that the amount of  
packaging is staying about the same, although 
a significant minority believes it is continuing to 
increase (36%). 

• �Consumers’ top of  mind associations with 
packaging are divided, recognising both the 
positive aspects of  packaging (particularly 
product protection and hygiene) as well as the 
negative (particularly the amount of  material 
used, difficulty of  disposal and environmental 
harm). On balance, negative associations 
currently outweigh the positive (74% to 64%).

• �Although concern about packaging spans 
across consumer groups, it is notably higher 
among those aged 35-64, among mid and 
higher income groups, broadsheet readers 
and women.
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% Mentioning
The amount of packaging used

The chemicals/pesticides used in food

Fair Trade - making sure farmers get a 
fair deal for their products
Animal welfare - making sure animals are 
well treated
The number of plastic bags used at the till

Food miles - the distance the product has 
travelled
The "carbon footprint" of the product

Don't know / none of the above

Packaging remains a big issue...

Q.  Below is a list of environmental and ethical issues associated with the products we buy.  
Which two or three of these, if any, are of most concern to you personally ?

Base: 1,010 British adults aged 16+, f-2-f, in-home, 10-16 October 2008 

The majority say things are over-packaged...

Q.  Thinking generally, do you believe that most products are...?

Base: 1,010 British adults aged 16+, f-2-f, in-home, 10-16 October 2008 

43%

36%

17%

2%

About right

Very over-
packaged

Don’t know (1%)

A little over- packaged

Very/a little under- packaged

Negative associations are ahead of the positive...

Q.  From the following list, please choose the three phrases you think are most applicable to  
packaging in general?

Base: 1,010 British adults aged 16+, f-2-f, in-home, 10-16 October 2008 
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% Mentioning
Uses too much material

Protects the product

Is difficult to dispose of

Is bad for the environment

Keeps product safe and hygienic

Makes it difficult to get into the product

Makes the product more attractive

Don't know

Extends the life of the product

Makes the product easy to store

Total Negative = 74%

Total Positive = 64%
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Headline concern about packaging needs to be 
tempered by five important qualifications:

1. �Consumers acknowledge the benefits of  
packaging, particularly in terms of  product 
protection and hygiene - 85% and 84%, 
respectively, consider these important, 
ranking alongside the importance of  
packaging which is both easily recyclable 
(92%) and made from recycled content (91%).

2. �In store consumer behaviour lags behind 
general concern - only a minority habitually 
(i.e. “all of  the time”) undertake behaviours 
such as using re-usable bags (39%), buying 
loose products wherever possible (17%), 
looking for information on the label about 
recycling (10%) and avoiding products with 
too much packaging (9%). 

3. �Perceptions of  over packaging are focused on 
specific products, not across the board – 
Easter Eggs top the list (59% think they are 
over packaged), followed closely by 
electronics equipment (57%), pre-packed fruit 
and vegetables (41%) and ready meals 
(36%). By contrast, there are very few 
concerns about packaging in relation to 
breakfast cereals (14%), chocolate (11%), 
drinks (10%), tins/cans of  food (6%) or wine 
(2%).

4. �Consumers remain confused about certain 
aspects of  packaging – over half  (55%) say 
that, with the exception of  materials like paper 
and glass, it can be difficult to know what do 
to with packaging. Less than half  (44%) say 
they are clear on which products have 
“environmentally friendly” packaging. 
Furthermore, correct identification of  
recycling-related logos is low – aside from the 
“recyclable” mobius loop (correctly identified 
by 56%), only a minority identified the 
recycled content version of  the mobius loop 
(26%), the Recycle Now logo (23%), and the 
PETE plastics recycling logo (20%).

In store behaviours fall short of concern

Q.  How often, if at all, do you do any of the following?

Base: 1,010 British adults aged 16+, f-2-f, in-home, 10-16 October 2008 
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% Never % Not very often % Some of the time
% Most of the time % All of the time % Don't know

I take re-usable bags with me to 
the store

I buy loose products wherever 
possible

I avoid buying products with too 
much packaging

I actively look for products with 
environmentally friendly 
packaging

I look for information on the label 
about recycling

Perceptions are related to specific products

Q.  Which of the types of products on this list, if any, do you feel are over-packaged? 

Base: 1,010 British adults aged 16+, f-2-f, in-home, 10-16 October 2008 

59 
57 

41 
36 

33 
32 

20 
14 

11 
10 
9 

6 
4 

2 
11 

% Mentioning 
Easter eggs 

Pre-packed fruit and vegetables 
Ready meals 

Cosmetics 
Pre-packed meat and fish 

Chocolate 
Drinks in bottles and cans 

Food in tins / cans 
Bread 

Don't know / none of these 

Electronics equipment 

Pre-packed sandwiches and lunch meals 

Breakfast cereals 

Household cleaning products 

Wine 

Logo recognition & understanding

Q.  Logo recognition

Base: 1,010 British adults aged 16+, f-2-f, in-home, 10-16 October 2008 

Knows exactly Knows partially Wrong answer Doesn't know 
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5. �Packaging is more of  a concern at home than in store - 41% say they think mostly about 
packaging at home (i.e. when they have to dispose of  it), compared to 19% who say in store (i.e. at 
the point of  sale). Reflecting the focus on the home, many households want more materials 
collected for recycling to help them deal with packaging – most notably plastics.

Turning to producer responsibility, the research shows that only 15% are aware of  packaging 
manufacturers’ current financial contribution to a national recycling scheme, although a clear majority 
of  79% - once informed – believe that this is a fair contribution. When presented with information that 
packaging recycling has roughly doubled in the past 10 years from 30% to 60%, consumers’ 
attitudes become more positive – 44% consider this a good level of  performance, compared to 32% 
who think it is average and only 22% who believe it is poor. 

Looking at the main influences on consumers’ attitudes the media remains the key source of  
information (cited by 47%), followed by information in store and information on packaging (both 24%, 
respectively).  

Finally, consumers prioritise efforts to make packaging more environmentally friendly which focus on 
the use of  more biodegradable and recycled content material (44% and 42%, respectively), reducing 
the amount of  material used in the first place (42%), and making materials easier to recycle (41%). 
These are prioritised over compostable packaging (26%), increasing the amount of  “refillable” 
options in store (20%) and using more degradable materials (10%). 

Implications
1. �Packaging continues to be a key issue for consumers, many of  whom consider the issue to be a 

key barometer of  progress on environmental issues. At the same time, they are cognisant of  the 
benefits of  packaging and are therefore looking for a better balance in the use of  packaging 
materials, not the elimination of  all packaging per se.

2. �Packaging is significant not just in store but also in the home in terms of  disposal, which many 
consider as the main point at which they have to deal with packaging. Expanding recycling 
collection services to cover more packaging materials – particularly in relation to plastics – would 
be welcomed by a significant number of  households, and could play a key role alongside efforts to 
reduce genuinely excessive packaging at the point of  sale.

3. �Perceptions of  overpackaging are often linked to specific product lines, not across all products. 
Therefore, focusing in on specific products – most notably Easter eggs, pre packaged fruit, ready 
meals and electronics – could offer significant gains in terms of  consumer perceptions. 

4. �There are high levels of  support among consumers for continued packaging innovations, 
particularly in relation to recycled content, recyclability and biodegradable materials. However, 
there are important questions about how this might best be communicated to the consumer - for 
example through brand- or retailer-level communications, and/or through an expansion of  product 
specific labelling. One thing is clear - only a minority of  consumers currently look for on pack 
recycling information and, moreover, the results suggest an important difference between 
consumers driving the change themselves (i.e. through their product choices) as opposed to 
advocating change, on their behalf, by government, retailers and manufacturers.
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