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A B S T R A C T

In the transition towards more sustainable food packaging, food companies play a key role: they decide what
type of packaging to use in their production. Past research posits that corporate decision making on sustainable
packaging is driven by perceived consumer demand, making it important to understand how companies see
consumers, a topic largely neglected in the literature. Our study aims at uncovering how food packaging pro-
fessionals see consumer demand for sustainable packaging. We performed qualitative interviews with packaging
professionals from food companies in Germany, Austria, Spain, and Portugal; we then performed qualitative
content analysis on the responses. The results show that half of our interviewees think that sustainability in
packaging does not matter to consumers. Further, pertaining to the packaging life cycle, packaging professionals
believe that consumers pay more attention to attributes related to raw materials, i.e. the beginning of the
packaging life cycle, preferring paper and rejecting plastics. Interviewees demonstrate scant awareness of con-
sumer research which shows that bio-based materials, biodegradability and recycled materials matter to con-
sumers. Our interviewees frequently criticized consumers, presenting what we identify as narratives of
disempowerment whereby responsibility for sustainable packaging is not theirs. First, they perceive consumers as
an obstacle. Second, they describe their own position as not very powerful vis-à-vis packaging manufacturers and
retailers. And third, they are often unsure about consumer attitudes, knowledge or behavior. This assignment of
responsibility for packaging decisions to retailers and consumers emerges as a strong barrier to the expansion of
sustainable packaging. Analyzing the perceptions that companies have of consumers may help in better aligning
consumer attitudes and behaviors and company strategies for sustainable packaging.

1. Introduction

Food packaging can help to prevent food losses and waste (Gustavo
et al., 2018; Herbes et al., 2018) and thus can have a positive sustain-
ability effect. But packaging, of which food packaging is a large part,
also accounts for nearly 59 % of all plastic waste in Germany (Lindner
et al., 2022). Plastics production requires large amounts of resources,

especially oil, with plastic for packaging accounting for 44 % of global
plastics production (Plastics Europe, 2022). Households can reduce their
food and beverage packaging related footprint substantially when
receiving information on packaging and packaging waste prevention
(Caspers et al., 2023).

Especially plastic waste is a great concern: it poses risks to both
wildlife and human health (Ilyas et al., 2018), particularly microplastics
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have been identified as a severe problem, because they can through
marine littering and the food chain end up in the human body where
they can cause cancer amongst other diseases (Li et al., 2016). Moreover,
plastic contributes to climate change across its life cycle (Ford et al.,
2022).

This has led many stakeholders to act to reduce the negative envi-
ronmental effects of food packaging across the life cycle. Legislators, for
one, have enacted legislation to increase the circularity of plastic ma-
terials (European Parliament, 2019). Extended producer responsibility
(EPR) regulation in particular has in many countries led to an increase in
recycling rates (Tumu et al., 2023). Bans on single use plastic in a
number of countries and regions have put additional regulatory pressure
on producers (Cowan et al., 2021; Tan et al., 2021).

But also consumers have developed greater awareness of waste,
especially of plastics (Walker et al., 2023); NGOs are lobbying for more
sustainable packaging (Pinsky and Mitchell, 2019); and research in-
stitutions and companies are working on technical solutions to increase
sustainability of food packaging (Akin et al., 2023).

Sustainable packaging can be defined in different ways. Two defi-
nitions that are used frequently have been developed by the Sustainable
Packaging Coalition (SPC) (Sustainable Packaging Coalition, 2011) and
the Sustainable Packaging Alliance (SPA). The SPAs sustainable pack-
aging principles demand that sustainable packaging is effective, effi-
cient, cyclic and clean. Effective pertains e.g. to the avoidance of over-
packaging. The efficiency principle demands an optimized use of en-
ergy and materials. Cyclic includes options such as making packaging
reusable, recyclable or biodegradable. And the Clean principle stipulates
that packaging should not pose risks for humans or the eco system
(Lewis et al., 2007). Throughout this paper, we refer to the SPA prin-
ciples. However, that does of course not mean that our interviewees
have the same understanding, since all of them only mention single el-
ements of the principles.

However, while acknowledging the important role of regulatory
actions, if the transition to sustainable packaging will be successful or
not, is also a matter of the behavior of market actors. If companies do not
produce and offer sustainable packaging, or if consumers do not buy it,
change will not happen. A recent study showed that decision making
processes on packaging in food companies are often not well-structured;
rather, companies tend to take a wait-and-see approach to sustainable
packaging (Weinrich et al., 2024). Authors such as Ma et al. (2020) point
out that barriers in companies to reduce or eliminate plastics in pack-
aging are not well understood. This probably applies also to barriers to
sustainable packaging beyond plastics. One of these may lie in how the
companies view consumers and the understanding of consumers that
companies use to make their decisions on sustainable packaging.

The literature on packaging assumes that companies follow what
they think are consumer preferences, with a recent literature review
having identified consumer pressure as one of key drivers of the demand
for sustainable packaging (Afif et al., 2022). An expert quoted in a recent
study on reusable packaging says: “I think that the reusable business will
mainly be driven by what I will call the dark-green or light-green con-
sumers” (Kleine Jäger and Piscicelli, 2021). I.e. the approach is: sus-
tainable production follows sustainable consumption.

But none of these studies provides convincing evidence that this
assumption of companies following consumer preferences regarding
sustainable packaging holds true. It is probably not too far-fetched to say
that product protection and thus extending shelf life will still be a pri-
ority for packaging choices by manufacturers. This is probably espe-
cially true for the small and medium enterprises (SMEs) that form the
backbone of the food industry and often do not have strong expertise in
market research.

But let us accept the assumption that, besides technical criteria such
as product protection, companies build their packaging (re-) design on
their conceptualization of consumer preferences. Then it is key to un-
derstand how companies see consumers and consumer priorities.
Therefore, the focus of our study is not on understanding consumers but

on understanding the picture that companies have of consumers.
Because that picture, and not the knowledge that the research commu-
nity has on consumes, is decisive for company decision making on sus-
tainable packaging. Depending on what these pictures are, company
perceptions of consumers may foster or hinder the transition towards
sustainable packaging. Policy makers need to know about these per-
ceptions to design regulation that incentivizes companies in this
transition.

However, while there is a plethora of academic studies on consumer
preferences for sustainable packaging (Ketelsen et al., 2020), the liter-
ature is conspicuously silent on the views that company professionals
hold on consumers. When company experts are interviewed, consumers
are in nearly all studies treated as merely one of several influencing
factors. Only the study by Ryynänen and Rusko (2015) covers the
company view on consumers in more detail. The relevant studies are
portrayed in more detail in the second part of the literature review
section (2.2).

Specifically, the research gap can be described as follows: the few
studies that cover (mostly besides other topics) the view on consumers
held by company experts have not identified what the experts think
sustainable packaging is for consumers. Moreover, past research has not
yet explored in detail the view of company experts on consumer
knowledge of sustainable packaging beyond reporting generic com-
plaints about a knowledge gap and consumer confusion. As to the ex-
perts' view on the importance of sustainable packaging for consumers,
there is a contradiction between studies that report a high importance
and a positive role of consumers and studies that claim the opposite, as
we will point out in the literature review section.

Beyond the abovementioned research gap, there is also an interesting
contradiction: The literature on packaging portrays consumers as drivers
of change towards more sustainable packaging. But studies that analyze
the views of industry professionals (see literature review section, 2.2),
reveal a far less optimistic mindset in the industry. There, consumers are
portrayed as lacking know-how and motivation, while their role in
driving change is ambiguous at best.

Our objective was to contribute to closing the abovementioned
research gap and to look further into the disparity between the portrayal
of consumers in the consumer research literature on packaging and the
views expressed by industry professionals. It is important to understand
potential differences between the perception of industry professionals
and the ‘real’ attitudes and behaviors of consumers as we find them in
consumer research. This is because these differences may offer oppor-
tunities for companies to reexamine their view of consumers and adjust
their marketing mix with regard to sustainable packaging accordingly. If
industry professionals changed their pessimistic view of consumers and
align their packaging strategies more with consumer attitudes and be-
haviors, they might be more prone to adopt sustainable packaging and
thus make a more effective contribution towards achieving sustain-
ability goals. We sought insight into how professionals involved in
making packaging decisions in food companies perceive consumers and
sustainable packaging. Our research questions were:

• How do packaging professionals perceive the importance of sus-
tainable packaging for consumers?

• What packaging attributes do professionals think consumers use to
judge sustainability?

• How do professionals view the role of consumers in driving the
transition to sustainable packaging?

This study is, to our knowledge, the first uncovering the multi-
faceted understanding that company experts have of consumers and
sustainable packaging regarding the abovementioned research ques-
tions. It also answers the call of Ryynänen and Rusko (2015) who sug-
gested exploring the perspective of professionals in packaging intensive
industries. Along the abovementioned research questions, we conducted
qualitative interviews with 18 professionals from the food sector
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involved in packaging decisions of their companies. They reveal that
consumers are often seen as a barrier in the transition towards more
sustainable packaging, that companies have a limited and simplified
view of which attributes consumers use to define sustainable packaging.
In this regard, there are significant differences to the nuanced picture of
consumers from academic consumer research. Our qualitative content
analysis also revealed ‘narratives of disempowerment’ in which the in-
terviewees present their food producing companies as not really being in
the position to succeed with sustainable packaging initiatives.

This picture will, for the first time, allow a better understanding of
one important driver of packaging (re-)design decisions in companies.
Food companies can use our results to reflect on their own under-
standing of consumers and challenge hitherto unquestioned assump-
tions. This can enable better decision making. Especially moving
forward from their often undifferentiated negative image of consumers
may encourage decision-makers to introduce more sustainable pack-
aging solutions. Policy makers and NGOs who work with companies will
gain a more precise picture of one of the underlying factors in their
design decisions. Thus, policy makers may focus on those areas in their
regulatory efforts where even a more nuanced understanding of con-
sumer attitudes and behaviors by companies will most likely not create
enough incentives to move towards more sustainable packaging. In the
next section, we outline results from existing research on which we will
build in our study.

2. Literature review

2.1. Consumer research on sustainable packaging

Our study does not aim at contributing to a better understanding of
consumer attitudes and behavior in the area of sustainable packaging
but to a better understanding how companies see consumers in this area.
Therefore, results from consumer research are merely the background
against which we contrast the views of our interviewees and thus we
keep this part of the literature review rather brief. Consumer research on
attributes (see Fig. 1) that consumers use for defining sustainable
packaging thus serves the purpose of demonstrating where company
professionals are probably mistaken or exhibit white spots in their un-
derstanding of consumers. In subsection 4.4, we will explicitly contrast
consumer research findings and results from our study.

Consumer research on sustainable packaging distinguishes two
packaging characteristics that influence consumer behavior. The first is
packaging attributes (Herbes et al., 2018; Ketelsen et al., 2020), such as
recyclability, and the second, cues (Herbes et al., 2020; Ketelsen et al.,

2020) such as logos or colors that consumers use to make inferences
about the attributes (Dörnyei et al., 2022). The concepts of attributes
and cues from consumer research are helpful for framing company views
on consumer thinking. In this paper, we will focus on attributes.

Consumer research has shown that different attributes make a
packaging ‘sustainable’ for consumers. These attributes, such as recy-
clability or biodegradability, are mostly linked to the end of packaging
life. Partly, these attributes are connected to the beginning of packaging
life, especially to raw materials. But attributes related to production or
transport tend to be neglected (Herbes et al., 2018).

Past studies also looked into factors related to the consumer and have
identified factors such as awareness (Martinho et al., 2015; Wensing
et al., 2020) and attitudes, e.g. attitudes towards the environment and
environmental problems (Martinho et al., 2015) as well as specific at-
titudes towards packaging waste and sustainable packaging (Martinho
et al., 2015), shopping at retailers practicing sustainable grocery pack-
aging (Su et all. 2021) and towards new products and brands (Testa
et al., 2020).

Other important factors from past studies are norms towards sus-
tainable packaging and recycling (Martinho et al., 2015) (Martinho
et al., 2015; Moorthy et al., 2021) and knowledge (Moorthy et al., 2021),
specifically, knowledge on the environmental benefits of sustainable
packaging (Su et al., 2021).

To summarize: Consumer research on which attributes consumers
use in defining sustainable packaging is very well developed and has
identified amultitude of attributes across packaging life. These can serve
in our study to explore in which areas the perception that companies
have of consumers differ from consumer research results.

2.2. Research on the perceptions of company executives of consumers
regarding sustainable packaging

While consumer research on packaging is abundant, research into
how food company executives view consumers is rather scarce. Table S1
in the Supplementary Information gives a structured overview of nine
relevant studies that we identified. In what follows, we give a condensed
overview of the current state of knowledge.

Only one of the relevant studies (Ryynänen and Rusko, 2015) focuses
solely on how packaging professionals view consumers. Professionals in
this study mentioned the interaction between product, packaging, and
packaging fashions; they emphasized that the interaction of consumers
with packaging is embedded in everyday practices, as consumers
experience packaging visually and by touching it. The strength of this
study is to provide a deep and rich understanding of how packaging

Fig. 1. Attributes of sustainable packaging from a consumer view, based on Herbes et al., 2018
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professionals see the interaction of consumers with packaging in daily
life, which goes beyond the buying process. However, this study did not
focus on sustainable packaging and did not involve interviewees from
producing companies.

All other studies treat consumers merely as one of many factors that
influence packaging strategies of companies or the success of packaging
solutions.

Moreover, the samples of all studies comprise stakeholders from
academia, politics, and NGOs in addition to experts from companies and
design agencies. Too often, they are based on the statements of very few
producing companies (two brand owners out of 25 participants in the
study by Bening et al. (2021), five food producers out of 17 experts in the
study by Kleine Jäger and Piscicelli (2021), seven experts from food
companies out of 17 interviewees in the study by Molina-Besch and
Keszleri (2023), two producers out of 28 interviewees in the study by
Steinhorst and Beyerl (2021) and no interviewees frommanufacturers in
Gustavo et al. (2018), Roy et al. (2023) as well as Ryynänen and Rusko
(2015). This severely limits the opportunity to get a deeper under-
standing of the views of producing companies while our study focuses
solely on industrial professionals.

For these two reasons, consumers only as one factor and no focus on
participants from producing companies, the conceptual models of con-
sumers presented are often superficial, or limited to specific issues.

Past studies reveal contradictory views held about consumers by
industry. Experts in Steinhorst and Beyerl (2021), including experts
from companies, did not see consumers as the most important change
agents. Moreover, they clearly stated that other stakeholders, primarily
from politics and business, are responsible for removing barriers and
introducing incentives to make consumers change their behavior. In-
terviewees in Roy et al. (2023) on the other hand saw them at the center
of the plastic problem because they do not practice correct waste-sorting
behavior but the interviewees also saw government as responsible to
increase recycling through regulation. Packaging experts in Kleine Jäger
and Piscicelli (2021) identified green consumers as potential drivers for
reusable packaging, while retailers in Gustavo et al. (2018) saw con-
sumers mainly as a risk in redesigning packaging for more sustainability.
In their case, a bigger package containing a higher amount of product
would mean less packaging per number of product units, but the higher
price per package that comes with a bigger package could deter price-
sensitive customers. The interviewees in Ma et al. (2020) portrayed
consumers as a “double-edged sword” (Ma et al., 2020, p. 6) on a path
towards zero plastic in FMCG packaging, since they are seen both as
enablers, if educated properly about plastic packaging and its impact on
the environment, and barriers because convenience is perceived to come
first for consumers and many consumers are perceived not to care about
the environment.

If, partly in contradiction with consumer research (see 2.1), a
negative view of the consumer prevails, which some of the above-
mentioned studies suggest and which we will further explore in our
study, this may lead to inertia on the part of food producing companies.
This in turn may lead to them missing market opportunities for more
sustainable packaging.

Experts from companies in several studies stated their belief that
consumers are confused by the information on the packaging (Roy et al.,
2023), especially with bioplastics (Bening et al., 2021; Molina-Besch and
Keszleri, 2023). Consumer confusion about bioplastics concerns, in the
experts' view, the fact that biodegradable packaging cannot simply be
left in the environment to degrade and that it is often sorted wrongly by
consumers (Molina-Besch and Keszleri, 2023) and may thus contami-
nate waste streams (Bening et al., 2021).

Further, consumer awareness (Steinhorst and Beyerl, 2021) and
knowledge (Ma et al., 2020; Kleine Jäger and Piscicelli, 2021; Roy et al.,
2023) need to be raised in the experts' view, especially on how to sort
plastic packaging for recycling (Roy et al., 2023) or on the benefits of
plastic reduction (Ma et al., 2020). Experts from these studies maintain
that consumers choose packaging based on convenience (Chakori et al.,

2022) and low price. Convenience pertains to buying to-go drinks or
fruits and vegetables in plastic packaging (Ma et al., 2020), while more
sustainable solutions like bringing your own bottle are less convenient.
Moreover, they are believed not to care about sustainability (Gustavo
et al., 2018; Ma et al., 2020).

This way of thinking sees eco-driven packaging re-design as risking
the loss of customers. Only those re-designs that yield a cost or conve-
nience advantage are seen as feasible (Gustavo et al., 2018).

A look at the methods of the nine studies we identified reveals that all
are qualitative, mostly using interviews as their data acquisition method
and qualitative content analysis as their data analysis method. This is
not surprising, first, because understanding company views of complex
subjects such as the choice of packaging in detail is difficult to accom-
plish in a quantitative survey and second, it would be difficult for most
researchers to identify and reach a large sample of packaging decision
makers.

Theories are not widely used in this field: Five out of nine studies did
not use any theories. One uses systems theory and network theory
(Chakori et al., 2022) but not to explain the behavior of companies and
in one study, the authors developed their own theoretical framework
including process steps and roles in collaborations between companies
(Kleine Jäger and Piscicelli, 2021).

Two studies used theories to explain company behavior which is
close to our research subject. One used the Theory of Planned Behavior
(TPB) (Molina-Besch and Keszleri, 2023) and one the COM-B model
(Roy et al., 2023). Both models posit influencing factors for behavior:
The TPB is used for a wide array of behavior of individuals and hy-
pothesizes that attitudes, subjective norms and perceived behavioral
control (PBC) influence behavioral intent. Although it was developed for
the behavior of individuals and is predominantly used for this purpose,
Molina-Besch and Keszleri (2023) use it for analyzing companies. The
COM-B model is far less used than the TPB and seems to a certain extent
similar to the latter. It posits that capability, opportunity and motivation
are the factors that drive a specific behavior. Opportunity is about
outside factors and thus would cover a part of the TPBs PBC. Capability
(psychological and physical) would cover another part of PBC. And
motivation is similar to attitudes in the TPB. Norms are not an explicit
construct of COM-B, but as opportunity includes outside factors that can
drive behavior, norms could be part of that.

To summarize the research gap for the literature on the company
view of consumers regarding sustainable packaging, we can say that the
only study focusing on the company view of consumers regarding
packaging did not focus on sustainable packaging and did not include
producing companies. This is also true for two other studies while in all
others, experts from producing companies were only a minority. This
leaves the views of experts from food producing companies largely un-
explored although it is precisely those companies that decide on the
(sustainable) packaging of their products.

Moreover, the studies on company views of consumers regarding
sustainable packaging have not analyzed what the experts think sus-
tainable packaging is for consumers (attributes). So, we do not know
where the picture that companies have of consumers regarding sus-
tainable packaging deviates from academic consumer research. That gap
is especially relevant because if real consumer attitudes and behavior
differ significantly from the company view, company decisions on sus-
tainable packaging may underutilize the potential of sustainable pack-
aging in the market.

In addition, past research has not yet explored in detail the view of
company experts on the role of consumers including their knowledge of
sustainable packaging beyond reporting generic complaints about a
knowledge gap and consumer confusion. Again, if companies are
mistaken about these issues, they cannot address knowledge gaps on the
customer side appropriately.

As to the experts' view on the importance of sustainable packaging
for consumers, there is a contradiction between studies that report a
high importance and a positive role of consumers and studies that claim
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the opposite, as we will point out in the literature review section.

3. Methods

3.1. Sample description

Between June and September 2022, we conducted 18 interviews of
food company executives in four different countries. The interviews
each lasted approximately one hour; the companies all had at least 250
employees (with the exception of one with 200). Table 1 depicts the
companies and positions of interviewees, all of whom were directly
involved in making packaging decisions. Departments represented
include Marketing, Sustainability, Research and Development, Pur-
chasing, Quality Management, Packaging Development and Product
Management.

The goal of our sampling process was to ensure variation within the
sample. Therefore, we chose countries with different food packaging
relevant characteristics: While in Germany and Austria the market share
of the three biggest food retailers stands at 65 % (Mihr, 2024) and 84 %
(RegioData Research, 2022) respectively, it is approximately 40 %
(Kantar, 2022) in Spain and 60 % (Statista, 2024) in Portugal. These
different rates influence the power position of the retail sector towards
food companies. The amount of packaging waste per capita in 2021
ranged between 164 kg for Austria and 237 kg for Germany (Eurostat,
2024). While the recycling rates for packaging waste were rather
similar, the overall recycling rates for municipal waste ranged between
27 % for Portugal (European Commission, 2023b) and 67 % for Ger-
many (European Commission, 2023a) which may influence the picture
that professionals have of consumers.

We also sought variation with regard to company characteristics. In
the sample (see Table 1), we have companies with different products,

from dry products with a shelf life of months like cereals to fresh and
perishable produce like fruit and vegetables. These products pose
different demands to their packaging and thus influence the options that
companies have for sustainable packaging. Companies also differ in size,
which influences the resources they can devote to packaging-specific
market research, their power position towards retailers and their
decision-making processes. The latter are probably also different be-
tween family-owned companies and subsidiaries of large conglomerates,
why our sample includes both. We excluded one interview from the
sample in which the interviewee did hardly make any statements on
consumers. Since the company was a convenience food company from
Austria and we still have convenience food companies and Austrian
companies in the sample, the exclusion did not compromise the overall
variation in the sample.

3.2. Data acquisition

We conducted expert interviews to collect the data for our qualitative
research. This research method uses structured interview guidelines
with open-ended questions to gain deep and detailed information from
people with specialized knowledge (Flick, 2021). For our study, these
were experts in the field of packaging processes.

The interview guideline consisted of predefined questions to struc-
ture the process, ensure comparable interview results, and guide the
interviewer to focus on topics and themes relevant to the research
questions.

The interviews followed the interview guideline in the Supplemen-
tary Information (Table S2). We started with an introductory question
asking about the role that packaging plays for consumers, followed by
more specific questions on the attributes and cues1 and on consumer
knowledge. The interview was concluded with a question on how the
interviewees had gained their assessment of consumers.

The guideline structure was derived from the research questions
outlined in the Introduction section. Specific content aspects (left col-
umn) in the guideline for the attribute- and cue-related questions were
based on the literature on sustainable packaging attributes and cues. The
guideline was developed in a core team consisting of four researchers,
then discussed in the entire research team and finally pre-tested and
adapted in a training event for the research team which also served the
purpose of preparing the members for conducting the interviews. The
guideline can be found in the Supplementary Information. The re-
searchers carried out the interviews in their native language.

To comply with data protection regulations, a data protection
agreement was created by the respective national research teams. The
data protection declarations were made available to the participants in
advance, signed and returned. The ethics committee of the university
leading this study consented to our study by issuing an ethical approval.

We used virtual meeting software to record and carry out the in-
terviews online. Audio files of the interviews were transcribed for tex-
tual analysis.

3.3. Data analysis

For the analysis of our data, we used qualitative content analysis
(QCA) according to Kuckartz (Kuckartz, 2014). We chose this method
over thematic analysis (TA) and over grounded theory (GT) primarily
because there is extensive research on consumers and sustainable
packaging and we wanted to utilize the results from past research to
analyze our data while also allowing new inductive categories. This is a
typical feature of QCA while both TA and GT-based studies often abstain
from a deductive approach. Although QCA usually does not include
statistical analyses, we wanted to report howmany interviews contained
certain categories to allow at least a first indication of frequency. This is

Table 1
Overview of interviewees.1

Number Country Food sector (focus) Position Company size
(employees)

1 Germany
Cereal and
confectionary Manager 250–500

2 Germany
Cereal and
confectionary

Executive
position

250–500

3 Austria Meat and fish Manager 501–1000

4 Germany Dairy Executive
position

5001-10,000

5 Austria Dairy
Executive
position 250–500

7 Germany Retail Manager > 100,001

8 Austria
Fruits and
vegetables

Head 501–1000

9 Austria Other /
convenience food

Executive
position

501–1000

10 Portugal
Fruit and
vegetables Head <250

11 Austria
Cereal and
confectionary

Executive
position 501–1000

12 Spain Meat and fish Director 1001-5000

13 Germany Cereal and
confectionary

Executive
position

250–500

14 Portugal Fruits and
vegetables

Director 250–500

15 Germany
Fruits and
vegetables Head 250–500

16 Spain
Other /
convenience food

Manager > 100,001

17 Portugal Fruits and
vegetables

Director 1001-5000

18 Germany Meat and fish Manager 10,000-50,000

19 Spain
Cereal and
confectionary Director 250–500

1 Interview number six was removed from the sample, since the interviewee
provided very few insights on the company view of consumers 1 The results on cues are not reported in this paper
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also typically not done in TA and GT. Moreover, the former often focuses
on high-level themes while we wanted to explore also details like spe-
cific attributes of sustainable packaging. GT on the other hand usually
involves line-by-line coding of the entire text, but we wanted to focus on
those passages of the text that contained meaningful data with regard to
our research questions. However, despite pointing out the beforemen-
tioned differences, we have to concede, that the three methods have a lot
in common and depending on who applies them they may be more or
less different from another. Some authors go as far as questioning that
TA and QCA are two distinct methods (Braun and Clarke, 2021).

Following the steps stipulated by Kuckartz (2014), we first went
through the interview transcripts, took notes and gained a first over-
view. Then we built the category system. Main categories were initially
derived deductively from the interview guideline which again was based
on the literature (see section 2). This pertained to the following main
categories: ‘importance of sustainable packaging for consumers’, ‘attri-
butes’, ‘cues’, ‘consumer knowledge on sustainable packaging’ and
‘basis for assessment (market research)’. Based on the literature, we also
defined some detailed categories, such as ‘paper’ and ‘no plastics’ in the
main category ‘attributes’.

Then, thematic sub-categories and codes were developed inductively
based on the data (Kuckartz et al., 2014). In addition, we developed
categories inductively which did not fit into any of the deductive main
categories. We grouped these into the main categories ‘criticizing con-
sumers’ and ‘narratives of disempowerment’. ‘Criticizing consumers’
was sub-divided into ‘topic’ (containing categories such as ‘recycling’),
‘criticizing what?’ (containing categories such as ‘knowledge’,
‘behavior’ and ‘exculpating consumers’).

The main category ‘narratives of disempowerment’ emerged after
repeatedly going through the inductive categories that could not be
allocated to any main category. One example of these categories was
‘very little room for maneuver’. We started with statements like “In any
case, within our product range, the range of packaging is limited […]
because the point of sale determines a lot. More and more of our prod-
ucts are destined for food and go to food retailers. That conditions you a
lot about what type of packaging you can use.” (I19, Pos. 24) and allo-
cated it to this category. Then we grouped the categories which finally
ended up in the main category ‘narratives of disempowerment’ into the
following middle-layer categories: ‘ascription of responsibility to other
actors’, ‘packaging not so important compared to product’, ‘very little
room for manoeuvre’, ‘failure story’ and ‘insecurity’ Discussing these
categories, we found that it made sense to group them into a new main
category ‘narratives of disempowerment’ because they all convey a
position of food companies in which they have limited opportunities for
transitioning towards sustainable packaging. In that sense, ‘narratives of
disempowerment’ could be called an analytical or theoretical category
according to Kuckartz (2014). How did we move from raw data to cat-
egories? Other than in the approach by Mayring (Mayring, 2010), which
requires a two-step reduction after paraphrasing the original text, we
followed Kuckartz (2014) who describes that categories can be con-
structed directly using the text. All interviews were first coded by one
person to minimize consistency problems in the coding process and then
discussed with two other members of the research team (Kuckartz,
2014).

After finalizing the category system, we went through all interview
transcripts again for coding and assigned relevant interview segments to
categories. With the consensual coding approach, we ensured the quality
of our coding system insofar as two other persons from the team checked
the codings and discrepancies in the view of how a specific text fragment
should be coded were discussed (Hopf and Schmidt, 1993).

For further analysis, we also explored potential links between com-
pany size, country or product and specific categories but did not find any
meaningful links. The same applies to links between categories.

Our work was supported by the MAXQDA software (2024 edition)
which allows building a category system, coding text passages and
further analysis, such as building cross tables to identify relationships

between different categories (VERBI Software, 2023).We did not use any
artificial intelligence software or AI functionalities in MAXQDA to
analyze our data.

4. Results and discussion

The following sub-sections are organized by research questions. We
report results under each question, including the number of interview
instances in which a specific sentiment was expressed by an interviewee.
Where we think it instructive, we illustrate these with direct quotes
(translated if the interview language was German, Portuguese or Span-
ish) and added the interview number and the position number of the
quote within the interview transcript. We then juxtapose our findings
with those from the literature and point out implications. We conducted
further analyses to uncover potential links between company charac-
teristic and the perception of consumers, but there were none.

4.1. Consumers as a barrier for transitioning towards sustainable
packaging

In this subsection, we report the results to our research question
‘How do packaging professionals perceive the importance of sustainable
packaging for consumers?’ and ‘How do professionals view the role of
consumers in driving the transition to sustainable packaging?’ Results
on the perception of consumer knowledge are integrated into the part on
the role of consumers.

The results are based on the sub-categories in the main categories
‘importance of packaging for consumer buying decisions’, ‘consumer
knowledge on sustainable packaging’ and ‘criticizing consumers’ (see
section 3).

4.1.1. Importance of sustainable packaging for consumers
Our interviewees were divided over the questions of how aware

consumers are of sustainability issues pertaining to packaging and how
important sustainable packaging is for consumers. Five interviewees (5)
rated the awareness/importance of sustainable packaging for consumers
as high but qualified their statements by underlining their uncertainty.
Interviewees with neutral ratings (4) mostly adhered to the notion that
consumer value derived from sustainable packaging does not translate
into a higher willingness-to-pay (WTP). This is known as the consumer-
citizen gap in literature, and it causes WTP to be higher in experimental
settings than in the real market (Weinrich et al., 2014). Both sets of
interviewees hedged their statements by saying that sustainable pack-
aging was only important for some consumers or that it had not been
important but the importance was growing now.

Half of the interviewees (9) indicated that sustainability packaging
was not an important topic for consumers, especially compared with
other attributes which adds a decidedly negative view of companies to
the divided picture described in section 2.2. This belief is contradicted
by extant research findings. Otto et al. (2021) found that consumers
have become more conscious of food packaging, and they judge food
packaging by criteria such as recyclability, biodegradability and pre-
venting product waste. But Otto et al. (2021) pointed out a different
problem: Consumers do not rate the environmental footprint of food
packaging correctly (e.g. glass vs. plastic). But this is caused by a lack of
knowledge or misconceptions about sustainable packaging, not lack of
interest. That consumers often make less environmentally friendly food
packaging decisions than they intend to (Otto et al., 2021) does not
detract from the significance of their intent.

Research findings also challenge the opinion held by food industry
experts about consumer willingness to pay for sustainable packaging
(see Table S1). Consumer attitudes towards sustainable packaging vary;
they are influenced by multiple factors, including demographic vari-
ables, attitude towards environmentally friendly packaging, and the
product brand (Otto et al., 2021).

In any case, it should be clear that assuming sustainable packaging is
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a low priority for consumers, who will not pay for it, is barrier enough in
an executive's mind to preclude even thinking about redesigning for
sustainable packaging. We will address this further in the conclusion,
but the disparity between the beliefs of food company executives and the
findings from consumer research emerges here as an impediment to a
more sustainable food industry.

4.1.2. The role of consumers in the transition towards sustainable
packaging

Although this was not one of our direct research questions, and we
did not invite our interviewees to criticize consumers, they did so at such
length that we would like to report it in this sub-section on the consumer
role. Consumers were criticized in every interview, and in many cases,
interviewees framed consumers as an obstacle to more sustainable
packaging. Criticism focused on the areas mapped in Fig. 2.

The interviewees perceive consumers as largely uninterested in
packaging and the sustainability of packaging. Nearly all interviewees
talked about misconceptions and lack of knowledge on the part of
consumers regarding sustainable packaging, although they were not
asked about it. This topic took up much time in the interviews. Criticism
was twofold: First, our interviewees contrasted consumer perception of
the environmental benefits of specific packaging solutions or materials
with reality. Second, they presented consumer perceptions as overly
simplistic.

Regarding materials and the relative environmental friendliness of
different packaging solutions, interviewees criticized, that consumers
think recycling to be less important than it really is. They also criticized
the frequent rejection of plastics as well as the often too positive eval-
uation of paper and glass. This can, in the view of our interviewees, get
in the way of establishing a circular economy using plastic recycling.
Moreover, consumers do not consider the environmental benefit of
reducing food waste that plastic packaging can confer.

The following illustrate some of these points:

[in a sarcastic tone:] Must be paper, hello? Everything else is bad. It's
an exaggeration, but I think many people think that paper equals
sustainability and they're not so differentiated, even if they do their
shopping consciously […] (I11, Pos. 105)

People have gotten a phobia of this [plastics]. If we go to paper, we
are more ecological. It's not necessarily true, but this idea is followed
very quickly […]. Whereas with plastic, people don't have this idea.
This is plastic, it's going to pollute, it's going to go into the oceans, it's
going to impact the environment. It's more like this that people make
their associations. (I14, Pos. 40)

I think that the issue of reduction, incremental reduction of pack-
aging materials is clearly overrated compared to the issue of recy-
cling. (I7, Pos. 61)

Also, our interviews believe consumers lack a differentiated
perception of what happens with packaging they put in the recycling
bin; some consumers, according to the experts, think everything is
burned; others, say the experts, think everything is recycled.

The third area of criticism was consumer behavior, especially
attitude-behavior gaps and misguided waste separation practices. Our
interviewees often mentioned that consumers claim high environmental
awareness but are not willing to pay for eco-friendly packaging or to
accept the inconvenience of, say, unpackaged vegetables.

When I ask: do you think sustainability is important? Yes, of course.
But when they [consumers] stand in front of the shelf and they have
the choice: something that [costs] three euros and is not so envi-
ronmentally friendly [versus something that is] four euros and
environmentally friendly, then they go for three euros. That's a big
problem. (I18, Pos. 50)

Everyone still goes for the most convenient option. Everyone says:
sustainability, absolutely. But the moment it comes to your own
convenience, I think it [the importance of sustainability] is rapidly
reduced. (I3, Pos. 94)

On the other hand, our interviewees also recognize the challenges
consumers face. Interviewees pointed out that it is difficult to evaluate
the relative environmental benefits of different packaging solutions or
how to dispose of different packaging types. Second, they stated that
consumers are not given enough information. And third, they mentioned
that both the government and consumer goods companies sow confusion
in the consumer mind. They accused competitors of elaborate green-
washing activities that deceive consumers on the environmental
friendliness of packaging solutions.

[…] anything that looks like paper and I'm talking about anything
that looks like paper with emphasis on ‚looks‘. Because, […] I think
it's [competitor name] that still has salads that are plastic packaging
but then it has a thick layer of paint, that is, actually called paper
touch so when it touches it feels like paper. But, in fact, it's not only
plastic but it has a thick layer of ink which is as far from sustain-
ability as you could get. But, for the consumer, he looks at it and […]
it looks like paper. Hence, it's more sustainable […] for the con-
sumer, paper equals good, plastic equals bad and it's as simple as
that. (I17, Pos. 19)

Consistent with their views on consumer knowledge and perceptions,
company executives said they think consumers need to be educated (5),
partly allocating this role to companies themselves.

Criticism of consumers is reflected in consumer research, where
problems of consumer awareness, knowledge and behavior have been
summarized in a recent review (Ketelsen et al., 2020). Past research has
shown that consumers often evaluate the relative environmental
friendliness of different packaging materials incorrectly when compared
with actual life-cycle studies (Steenis et al., 2017; Otto et al., 2021;
Larranaga and Valor, 2022; Ruf et al., 2022). It is especially plastic that
often evokes strong negative consumer evaluations that ignore theFig. 2. Areas of criticism against consumers.
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potential benefits in the application cases.
However, we found the consistently negative view of the consumer

held by our interviewees to be out of touch with the evidence that
consumers are aware of packaging problems (Cichocka et al., 2020;
Norton et al., 2022). But the narrative of the ‘problem consumer’ may
also be driven by the overall narratives of disempowerment that we
discuss in subsection 4.3. Moreover, it may be influenced by the limited
market research that companies do on consumers and sustainable
packaging (see subsection 4.3).

Another potential influencing factor is the discourse in mass media
on sustainable consumption in general. Past studies on sustainable
consumption, e.g. sustainable food, have revealed that mass media are
often calling for more consumer education implying a lack of knowledge
(Diaconeasa et al., 2022). Also, a lack of awareness on the side of the
consumer on non-sustainable consumption, e.g. eating red meat, was
stated in mass media and the responsibility for these consumption
practices is attributed to individual consumers in the press (Sievert et al.,
2022; Mroz and Painter, 2023). One study summarized the media
portrayal of consumers as follows: “Finally, the media also pointed
fingers at consumers. Consumers were frequently framed by journalists
as complacent, ignorant of food origins and contradictory in their stated
desires (e.g. wanting food that was both environmentally friendly AND
cheap)” (Sievert et al., 2022, p. 584). Also regarding a transition in
plastics, media report a necessary change in consumer behavior (Colijn
et al., 2022).

4.2. Limited awareness of attributes that consumers use for defining
sustainable packaging

This subsection presents the results on our research question ‘What
packaging attributes do professionals think consumers use to judge
sustainability?’ The category from our QCA framework is ‘attributes’
whose sub-categories were partially built on the results from consumer
research.

Our interviewees were very clear on what they think sustainable
packaging is for consumers: sustainability for a consumer, in their view,
is defined by packaging material, where paper is perceived as sustain-
able (13) and plastic is not (12). Also, recyclable material (8) was
mentioned quite often; so too was no or little packaging (8). All other
attributes, such as biobased, recycled or biodegradable, were mentioned
in three or fewer interviews.

We received direct suggestions from consumers because [name] is a
product company that uses […] a lot of plastic. And we've noticed
that in the last three years, principally, we've had a lot of suggestions
from consumers, against plastic […]. (I10, Pos. 47)

Consumers here, at least in Germany, are extremely plastic-focused.
And anything that avoids plastic in the broadest sense is perceived as
sustainable. (I7, Pos. 51)

As shown in Table 2, only four interviewees mentioned five or more
different attributes. Two-thirds (12) did not mention more than three.

Given that we interviewed professionals from companies whose
business depends on understanding their customers, we were surprised
to see our interviewees mentioning only a limited number of the attri-
butes that consumer research has shown to be important.

While our interviewees' assessment of consumer perception of paper
and plastics certainly agrees with the literature (Ketelsen et al., 2020;
Nuojua et al., 2024), it is surprising that only a small minority
mentioned biodegradable (2), reusable (2), recycled (3) or biobased (3)
as packaging attributes important to consumers, particularly as reus-
ability and biodegradability have both been shown to rank high on the
consumer agenda (Herbes et al., 2018). The much higher number of
interviewees mentioning recyclable (i.e. packaging material that can in
principal be recycled) than those mentioning recycled (packaging ma-
terial that stems from a recycling process) suggests, that industry pro-
fessionals, like consumers, are very much focused on the end-of-life. In a
further analysis, we tried to find commonalities between the attributes
that were mentioned most often. It seems that these attributes (paper
and no plastics) were attributes that are easily visible even to an un-
trained eye. On the other hand, rarely mentioned attributes like mono-
material, biodegradable or long shelf life would not be easy to spot for
consumers. Our experts seem to imagine consumers as being driven by
attributes that can be identified visually without effort.

Potential reasons for the low awareness of the importance of the
attributes biodegradable and biobased could lie, besides the limited
market research (see section 4.3) in the consumer confusion about the
concepts, environmental benefits and potential risks of biodegradable
and biobased plastics that public media write about (Molina-Besch and
Keszleri, 2023).

It seems that companies are working with a simplified understanding
of the consumer and the attributes the consumer is looking for. This
could cause them to miss opportunities for introducing sustainable
packaging that is really environmentally friendly and that fits their
product and brand. Especially glaring is the neglect of recycled material,

Table 2
Attribute mentions by interview; green = mentioned, red = not mentioned.

Inter-
viewee Paper No 

plastics
Recycl-

able

No / 
less 

pack-
aging

Glass Recycled Bio-
based

Long 
shelf 
life

Bio-
degrad-

able

Re-
usable

Mono-
material Total

1 7
7 6

17 5
13 5
16 4
12 4
11 3
4 3
3 3
2 3

18 2
15 2
14 2
9 2
8 2
5 2

19 1
10 1

Total 13 12 8 8 3 3 3 2 2 2 1
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since it often offers superior environmental performance (Toniolo et al.,
2013; Civancik-Uslu et al., 2021). Also, for many products, such as wet
products, paper packaging is not a feasible option, and adding a paper
sleeve to comply with perceived consumer demand may make things
worse. We therefore would advise food companies to consider a broader
portfolio of materials while of course having a keen eye on the factual
environmental benefits of these materials.

In this paper, we do not report in detail results on which cues com-
pany professionals think consumers use for recognizing sustainable
packaging. But we would like to briefly mention that our interviewees
had far less answers here than for the attribute-related question. So,
companies may not just miss opportunities to choose sustainable pack-
aging options, as described in the previous section, but also opportu-
nities to communicate sustainability-related attributes through claims,
labels, color etc. Therefore, if they make sustainability efforts, those may
go unnoticed by consumers and thus not translate into competitive
advantages.

4.3. Narratives of disempowerment

As mentioned in subsection 3.3, our interviewees made statements
(for examples see interview excerpts below) that we grouped into the
following middle-layer categories. First, in statements that we grouped
into the category ‘packaging not so important compared to product’,
some interviewees pointed out that the environmental effect of the
packaging is relatively small compared to that of the product. Second,
they stated that their room to maneuver (‘very little room for maneu-
ver’) was limited because they just took packaging solutions offered by
suppliers, had to comply with requirements of retailers, and were
limited by consumer awareness, knowledge and behavior (‘ascription of
responsibility to other actors’). Also, they often indicated that they were
insecure about what consumers want, know or do and (‘insecurity’) and
talked about initiatives for sustainable packaging that were not suc-
cessful (‘failure story’) All of these expressed a perception of having little
opportunities to make effective changes with regard to sustainable
packaging, especially vis-à-vis other actors which were presented as
more powerful. The latter is expressed in the following quote:

Well, I think, that we have two main challenges, one is that we are a
vegetable grower company and so, […] we don't have the techno-
logical ability and interest, it's not our business to develop packaging
so we are takers of what is available in the industry so I would love to
have a paper-based product that is more sustainable. That is every-
thing, but in fact, I'm very small in the packaging world and so, I
really have no leverage so, I can only take what is available and
within what is available I try to make the best choices. But we are not
big enough to really influence what is available and to set the course
for whatever innovation there could be in packaging. (I17, Pos. 11)

This is also reflected in the study by Ma et al. (2020) who pointed out
that manufacturers of fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG) have limited
control over packaging design since design and production of packaging
is done by packaging material suppliers.

Almost half of our interviewees (7) referred to how important re-
tailers are in the transition towards sustainable packaging and how re-
tailers put pressure on producers although retailers were not a topic we
raised in the interviews. At the same time, interviewees often criticized
these same retailers (4) for being too hesitant to adopt products with
sustainable packaging, for not sharing knowledge with producers, and
for bothering them with non-sensical reporting sheets.

More and more of our products […] go to food retailers. That con-
ditions you a lot about what type of packaging you can use. I mean,
one of the big retailers that we have here in Spain won't let you put
any other type of packaging than what they can put [on their shelves,
the authors]. I mean, if they have hooks for fold bags, it will be a bag.

Normally made of plastic materials, but you have no choice but to
have that. (I19, Pos. 24-27)

Indeed, a recent study documented the power of retailers in pack-
aging re-design by showing how Wal-Mart drove non-concentrated
liquid detergents from the market by forcing its suppliers to switch to
reduced packaging (Pak et al., 2022). Retailer power also shows in
market concentration as measured by four firm concentration ratios
(CR4) that represent the market share of the top four firms in a market.
In packaged foods, the ratios were only 9% in Germany, 13% in Austria,
19 % in Portugal and 15 % in Spain (van Dam et al., 2021). For com-
parison, the same ratio for food retailers stands at 76 % in Germany
(Bundesvereinigung der Deutschen Ernährungsindustrie, 2023). Inter-
estingly, the differences in the food retailer concentration between the
four countries (see section 3.1) did not show in the interviews, nor did
the differences in size of our interviewees' companies. We would have
expected large food companies from countries with a lower retailer
concentration to talk less about retailer power.

We also heard a number of failure stories in which our interviewees
presented narratives of pro-environmental packaging initiatives they
started but which failed mostly because consumers or retailers did not
accept the new solution.

I have a very clear example, which is that they gave us the oppor-
tunity, in a large [name of retail company] supermarket, in [place
name], to put a product that was all plastic [packaging], one hundred
grams. And a product that was all paper [packaging], one hundred
grams. And just because it looked more filled [in that pack than this
pack, the authors], people didn't take this one. Ten to one. People
were buying the one that they had bought until today. […] It was
brutal. But there was no more. People thought they were buying
more product here than here. (I12, Pos. 76)

Our customers are the supermarket chains, [...]. And that's not al-
ways easy, because the supermarket chain's big fear is, I don't want to
lose my customers. Will my customers accept that? [...] We have two
customers, the consumer […] and the supermarket. They both have
to be convinced. (I18, Pos. 12)

Moreover, in 12 interviews, our interview partners expressed inse-
curity when asked about consumers. This took three forms: first,
responding to a specific question by saying they did not know. Second,
framing a statement they gave as a personal opinion and saying that they
were not sure. Third, admitting that they did not have any facts to back
up a statement.

This insecurity probably reflects the depth of market research com-
panies do. Twelve companies in this study mentioned surveys, although
the surveys seem to focus more on the product than on the packaging,
and two companies admitted that they did very little market research.
Seven of these also said more or less clearly that they did not do any
market research that would allow them to make statements on con-
sumers and packaging and two said that they did very little research.

Apart from surveys, some of our interviewees also mentioned in-
terviews, focus groups, test supermarkets, but apparently, they do not
use these methods frequently.

Interestingly, the interviewees also referred to information sources
which we would deem anecdotal or lacking analytical rigor. Examples
include listening to impressions from friends and relatives, using com-
pany employees as consumer proxies, or referring to themselves as
consumers.

Lastly, some our interviewees pointed the finger at other actors,
shifting responsibility to policy makers and retailers which they often
criticized at the same time. Policy makers and authorities were held
responsible for a lack of harmonized waste management infrastructure
(5) and for a better communication towards consumers on how to
separate waste correctly (3).
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[…] there's so much you could do, but of course you also have to
raise people's awareness. And it's not up to us as a company or all our
colleagues, it has to come from the very top, from politics or the
ministry, to really do a bit of educational work. (I3, Pos. 94)

So, the supermarket chain has to be in the lead to actively reduce
packaging, [promote] better packaging, reusability, recycling and so
on and so forth. (I18, Pos. 38)

This is in line with (Aschemann-Witzel et al., 2023), who found an
emerging narrative of a “hybrid responsibility expansion,” meaning
consumers also see supermarkets as equally responsible as their own
behavior.

The diversion of responsibility has also been observed by (Roy et al.,
2023, p. 12) in the UK: “[…] the scapegoating of consumers […] is an
example of responsibility deflection, which should not be overlooked,
particularly because this belief generates feelings of disempowerment.”
(pg. 12). While their study considers the perceptions of different
stakeholders in the implementation of policies for circular plastics, the
perceptions of food industry executives in our study reflect the same
mindset.

The food and packaging producers in the study by Molina-Besch and
Keszleri (2023) also see the responsibility to educate consumers on
biobased packaging waste with other players. It also ties in with recently
published articles on the topic of enablers or challenges for circular food
packaging. For instance, (Nielsen and Hakala, 2023) identified four
types of external enablers in their research on internationally operating
producers of food packaging in Finland. These are political (e.g.,
voluntary sustainability measures, cooperation), regulatory (e.g., legis-
lation), socio-cultural (e.g., customer demand passed along the supply
chain) and technological (e.g., material development and introduction).
In their systematic literature review on challenges for circular food
packaging, (Ada et al., 2023) further identified a total of 26 challenges
that can be divided into 7 categories of which governmental challenges
is a prominent one.

Fig. 3 summarizes our findings on narratives of disempowerment.
The elements play together as follows: First, company experts perceive
consumers as an obstacle for sustainable packaging, believing con-
sumers are not interested in packaging, lack adequate knowledge, and
make purchasing decisions that impede progress. Second, they describe
their own position as lacking influence vis-à-vis other players; they are
not powerful enough to drive packaging manufacturers, and they have

to comply with the requirements of retailers and consumers. And third,
they are often unsure about consumer attitudes, knowledge or behavior,
largely a result of doing almost no market research.

These narratives of disempowerment are further buttressed by fail-
ure stories of unsuccessful pro-environmental packaging initiatives. The
upshot is our interviewees place the responsibility for more sustainable
packaging on retailers and the state, notwithstanding the weighty share
they place on consumers. These narratives create inertia that obstructs
the expansion of sustainable packaging.

What are potential reasons for our interviewees to make statements
that we allocated to the main category ‘narratives of disempowerment’?
First, there are, as we have shown, facts that support e.g. the perceived
power of retailers. Second, the lack of understanding of consumers due
to limited market research, certainly contributes to that. And third,
presenting one's company as not being in a position to initiate change
may also be a defensive narrative strategy that results from the interview
situation in which the interviewees do not like their company to be
perceived as inactive by the interviewers.

Diverting the responsibility for communication to retailers and the
government is also consistent with a number of our interviewees
admitting that their company did not do much to communicate infor-
mation about the sustainability of packaging to consumers. Four com-
panies said that they did no or little communication on sustainability on
their packages. This may be one of the reasons for the abovementioned
failures.

[…] in some cases, we don't even advertise anything that goes to-
wards the sustainability of the packaging, such as FSC certification.
All our corrugated cardboard packaging is FSC certified and we don't
have the FSC logo on any of our packaging. (I11, Pos. 95)

4.4. Juxtaposing the experts' perceptions to results from consumer
research

In this sub section we would like to juxtapose the expert perceptions
we have presented in the previous subsections to the corresponding
results in a summarizing table (Table 3) in more detail to support the
above discussion. Overall, the table shows that while the attributes that
the experts mentioned were reflected in consumer research, but that
there are a lot more attributes that the experts apparently were not
aware of. Also, the lack of knowledge that consumers exhibit regarding

Fig. 3. Factors relating to the narratives of disempowerment.
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sustainable packaging in the experts' view was found in previous con-
sumer studies. But the gloomy picture that the experts painted of the role
of consumers in the transition towards sustainable packaging is not
unequivocally supported by past studies.

4.5. Practical implications

We see three major practical implications of our study.
First, the insecurity about consumer issues that our interviewees

voiced, and the partly inaccurate picture of consumers they have suggest
a role for industry associations like FoodDrinkEurope. Associations
could build an easily accessible online knowledge base to summarize
scientific results from consumer research and help companies identify
more sustainable packaging alternatives for their products. This would
also enlarge the portfolio of sustainable packaging solutions companies
consider today. This is especially relevant, since companies in our study
missed a number of packaging attributes that are relevant to consumers
and which should be part of the set of alternatives that companies
consider when designing sustainable packaging.

Commissioning consumer research on specific target groups and how
they see sustainable packaging would be especially helpful for food

companies to tailor their sustainable packaging solutions to the expec-
tations of their specific target groups. The same applies to specific
product groups. These product group and target group specific results
would be easier to translate into packaging design decisions for food
companies than the often less specific academic studies today are.

But even if companies were more aware which sustainable packaging
solutions have the highest sustainability impact and would meet the
highest consumer acceptance, that would not necessarily mean a quick
shift to new solutions. Weinrich et al. (2024) have examined the
decision-making processes for sustainable packaging in food companies
and have identified a number of challenges: First, companies in their
study did not mention LCA or other data-driven approaches that would
allow a substantial evaluation of the relative sustainability of different
packaging solutions. Second, cost aspects often take precedence over
sustainability aspects. And third, the existing machine park poses a re-
striction with regard to which packaging design and material can be
used. Beyond these intra-company barriers, Bening et al. (2021) sum-
marize a plethora of regulatory barriers for the circular economy such as
low resource taxes, rigid food contact laws and material standards. They
also point out technical challenges for circular packaging such as ma-
terial diversity and contaminations.

Table 3
Expert perceptions and corresponding results from consumer research.

Thematic area Expert perception of consumers Results on consumers from consumer research

Role of the consumer in the
transition to more
sustainable packaging

Majority was negative or neutral on the importance of sustainable
packaging for consumers

Product attributes are more important than eco-friendly packaging (
Ketelsen et al., 2020), but the results on WTP for sustainable packaging
show that it must have importance for consumers

No or low extra willingness-to-pay for sustainable versus
conventional packaging

Positive willingness-to-pay for sustainable packaging (Prakash and Pathak,
2017; Hao et al., 2019; Ketelsen et al., 2020)

Consumer interest in sustainable packaging (practices) is low Interest was, to our knowledge, not the subject of past studies
Consumers knowledge on sustainable packaging is low, particularly
on the relative environmental friendliness of packaging materials,
on recycling and waste separation.

• Knowledge on eco-friendly packaging is limited (Hao et al., 2019)
• Bio-based is a concept that is not well understood and often confounded
with biodegradable (Sijtsema et al., 2016)

• Biodegradable is also often misunderstood (Allison et al., 2021)
• Lack of knowledge on recycling procedures (Norton et al., 2022)
• Lack of knowledge on the relative environmental friendliness of
different packaging materials (Norton et al., 2022)

Consumers exhibit an attitude-behavior-gap with regard to
sustainable packaging, especially they are not buying eco-friendly
packaging

The attitude-behavior-gap has been pointed out frequently by past studies
for sustainable products (Munro et al., 2023) and also specifically for
sustainable packaging (Dieli et al., 2024)

Consumers practice wrong waste separation • Consumers are uncertain how to sort various types of food packaging
(Nemat et al., 2020) which inevitably leads to wrong sorting

• Uncertainty on how to sort material leads to wrong sorting (Mielinger
and Weinrich, 2024)

Packaging attributes
consumers pay attention to

Very few attributes pertaining to packaging material dominates
consumer sustainability evaluation of packaging

Consumers consider a much wider set of attributes than suggested by the
interviewees:

• Reused (Herbes et al., 2018)
• Made from recycled material (Jerzyk, 2016; Herbes et al., 2018)
• Made from renewable material (Herbes et al., 2018; Norton et al., 2022)
• Reusable (Scott and Vigar-Ellis, 2014; Herbes et al., 2018; Nguyen et al.,
2020)

• Biodegradable (Scott and Vigar-Ellis, 2014; Jerzyk, 2016; Nguyen et al.,
2020)

• Non-toxic / safe for human health (Jerzyk, 2016; Nguyen et al., 2020)
• Non-harmful (Scott and Vigar-Ellis, 2014)
• Eco-friendly production (Scott and Vigar-Ellis, 2014; Nguyen et al.,
2020; Norton et al., 2022)

• Production using renewable energy (Jerzyk, 2016)
• Local production (Herbes et al., 2018)
• Fair production (Herbes et al., 2018)
• Shelf life (Norton et al., 2022)
• Lightweight and space-saving (transport and use) (Herbes et al., 2018)

Consumers see paper as sustainable This perception is supported by past studies (Lindh et al., 2016; Nguyen
et al., 2020)

Consumers see plastic as not sustainable This perception is supported by past studies (Lindh et al., 2016)
Consumers see recyclability as an important attribute This perception is supported by past studies (Scott and Vigar-Ellis, 2014;

Lindh et al., 2016; Herbes et al., 2018)
Consumers see no / less packaging as an important attribute This perception is supported by past studies (Scott and Vigar-Ellis, 2014;

Lindh et al., 2016; Herbes et al., 2018)
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Associations could increase retailer awareness of sustainable pack-
aging solutions, helping food companies overcome resistance to their
use. Associations could work as liaisons between public research, e.g. at
universities, on sustainable packaging and small and medium-sized en-
terprises. This liaison role could involve building up a “market place” in
which SMEs post their research questions and in which young re-
searchers or even students planning their thesis work look for relevant
research topics. They could also coordinate ‘consumer packaging labs’ in
which students of packaging designs and companies together test con-
sumer perceptions and consumer handling of new sustainable packaging
solutions. But SMEs could also work directly with universities in publicly
funded inter- and transdisciplinary projects. Past research has already
proposed frameworks how to integrate consumer preferences with the
environmental impact when designing new packaging (Yokokawa et al.,
2021). Here, industry associations need both to make executives aware
of their knowledge gaps and to encourage them to actively share the
experience they do have with sustainable packaging. Our interviewees
were hesitant to communicate sustainability-related attributes of their
packaging, perhaps because, similar to the interviewees in the study by
(Turkcu and Tura, 2023) they were afraid of greenwashing, a practice
openly scorned by our interviewees.

The second implication of our research arises by taking our in-
terviewees as representative of the broader population of SMEs in the
food industry. Then we can infer that narratives of disempowerment are
dominant. The actors present their companies to be in a position to
initiate a transition towards more sustainable packaging and rather shift
responsibility to consumers, retailers, and the state. The responsibility of
the latter has already been discussed in other studies where experts call
for regulation to solve issues of circular packaging and other packaging-
related issues (Bening et al., 2021; Steinhorst and Beyerl, 2021). While
companies, supported by industry associations, could certainly take a
more proactive stance on sustainable packaging, the fact that the food
retail sector is much more concentrated than food production remains a
challenge for food producers.

This leads to the third implication of our research, which pertains to
government regulation. Current regulations are partly inconsistent or
not yet finalized, and this leads to cautious actions by food companies.
An important example of this is the revision of the EU's Packaging and
Packaging Waste Directive will affect both packaging design and pack-
aging waste management (European Parliament, 1994, 2022a). Further,
the proposals for a directive on substantiation and communication of
explicit environmental claims, the Green Claims Directive (Directorate-
General for Environment, 2023), as well as the proposal for a directive
on empowering consumers for the green transition (Directorate-General
for Justice and Consumers, 2022) or the started revision of the food
contact materials legislation (European Parliament, 2022b) leave the
industry in limbo until they are finalized. A timely finalization of these
important regulations is paramount to change the wait-and-see
approach that prevails in companies. In the authors' view, these and
potential further regulation could lead to food packaging on the market
exhibiting an increased recycled material content which reduces the
reliance on virgin plastics and raw materials, consisting of innovative or
bio-based and/or biodegradable materials, consisting of a reduced
number of materials (e.g., single-use plastics, harmful substances) or
having a somewhat standardized design (e.g., separability) or labeling
(e.g., recyclability, ecological footprint). Further, objectivity in (e.g.,
sustainability) assessment and certification, eco-design and even further
extended producer responsibility can be named.

4.6. Theoretical implications

In this subsection, we would like to contextualize our findings with
theories that have been employed in our research field. Like Roy et al.
(2023), we can harness the much-used COM-B model for interpreting
our results. The COM-B model posits that three factors influence
behavior: Capability, Opportunity and Motivation. Capability is defined

as “ […] the individual's psychological and physical capacity to engage
in the activity concerned.” (Michie et al., 2011, p. 4). The insecurity
about consumer attitudes, knowledge and behavior can be categorized
as capability. The second factor, opportunity is defined as “[…] all the
factors that lie outside the individual that make the behavior possible or
prompt it.” (Michie et al., 2011, p. 4). This seems to be a fitting category
for the power and the requirements of retailers, the power of packaging
manufacturers and the attitudes, knowledge and behavior of consumers
mentioned by our interviewees.

But there are also other models such as the more popular Theory of
Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991) in which the construct ‘perceived
behavioral control’ which comprises aspects of capability and oppor-
tunity is an antecedent of behavioral intention. Motivation, the third
factor in the COM-B model was not part of our inquiry and only showed
in the failure stories which demonstrated that the companies tried to
introduce more sustainable packaging.

As our paper shows, the perception of consumers by company pro-
fessionals is a phenomenon that is influenced by factors situated in be-
tween purely individual characteristics of our interview partners like
their experience in the private sphere with packaging and consumers as
outlined in section 4.3 and results they gleaned from market research in
the company context. Also, the room for maneuver they have when
taking decisions on sustainable packaging is influenced by their personal
knowledge on the subject as well as by the resources and power position
of their company and its formalized and informal decision-making
processes. Therefore, it is difficult to capture the company perception
of consumers and decision-making on sustainable packaging with the-
ories that were designed to reflect individual processes and perceptions
such as the TPB or the COM-B model because these do not include the
complex nature of organizational opinion formation and decision mak-
ing. Likewise, models that aim at describing organizational decision
making, like the model by Nutt (Nutt, 1984) used by Weinrich et al.
(2024) for analyzing company decision-making processes on sustainable
packaging, fail to picture individual perceptions. Solving this funda-
mental conundrum is beyond the scope of this paper, but a theoretical
contribution of our paper could be seen in the construction of the
theoretical category ‘narratives of disempowerment’. This category and
its subcategories could be utilized in future research to analyze repre-
sentations of company activities (or inactivity) in different
sustainability-related areas and the perception of disempowerment in
organizational decision-making processes on sustainable packaging.

5. Conclusions

This study for the first time has looked in detail into the perceptions
of consumers harbored by company experts from the food industry. It
uncovered that most experts in our sample did not think that sustainable
packaging was important to consumers which adds a decidedly negative
view to the divided picture from past studies on company views of
consumers. It also showed that sustainability for a consumer, in their
view, is defined by a narrow set of attributes primarily pertaining to
packaging material, where paper is perceived as sustainable and plastic
is not. Also, recyclable material and no or little packaging were
mentioned quite often. These detailed views of consumer perceptions
and attitudes are novel, since past studies (see section 2.2) did not look
into as much detail. They are significant, because they show where
limited consumer insights may hinder companies to pursue sustainable
packaging innovations. Although not a part of our interview guideline,
the interviewees frequently voiced criticism against consumers per-
taining to a lack of interest, a lack of knowledge and a knowledge-
behavior gap. Lastly, our study brought to light narratives of
disempowerment.

Uncovering narratives of disempowerment in which food company
executives portray their organization as relatively powerless vis-à-vis
consumers as well as retailers and place the responsibility for a transi-
tion towards more sustainable packaging on the state and the retail
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sector is from our perspective a main contribution of this study.
This study has three key practical implications. First, industry asso-

ciations could help SMEs in the food sector by creating accessible
knowledge bases to provide scientific consumer research and guidance
on sustainable packaging alternatives. This would assist food companies
in identifying overlooked consumer preferences and packaging attri-
butes when designing sustainable packaging. Second, SMEs, while
recognizing the challenges they have with consumers and retailers,
should take a more pro-active stance in the move towards more sus-
tainable packaging and also expand their market research in order to
gain a better picture of consumer preferences. Third, timely finalization
of pertinent regulations is crucial for fostering innovation in sustainable
packaging.

The limitations of our study lie in two areas. First, it is possible that
company professionals other than our interviewees in the companies
under review have a better understanding of consumers. However, it is
reasonable to expect that those involved in the entire production process
and who participate in cross-departmental meetings have sufficient in-
sights into consumer-related issues influencing the process. Second, our
interviewees came from companies of different sizes in different parts of
food manufacturing and from different countries. Therefore, we were
not able to allocate differences in our interviewees' perceptions and at-
titudes clearly to one of these factors due to sample size which is,
however normal for qualitative studies.

We suggest the following research questions for future research in
this area:

• (How) do food companies communicate their sustainable packaging
initiatives to consumers? Benchmarking could help companies to
better perform in marketing communication strategy.

• How do food producers see different potential regulatory approaches
regarding sustainable packaging? A qualitative interview study in
this area would directly build on the call for government action that
interviewees voiced in our study.

• How do packaging material suppliers and retailers see the power
position of food companies with regard to sustainable packaging?

• (How) do packaging machine makers, packaging manufacturers,
food producers and retailers cooperate on sustainable packaging
across the value chain? Case studies would be a very insightful
research approach for this question and would probe the narratives
of disempowerment that interviewees from food producers presented
in our study.

• Which challenges do food retailers perceive in transitioning towards
more sustainable packaging? Again, a qualitative interview study
followed by a quantitative study could be instructive.

While there is a growing volume of food packaging waste around the
world, and the associated problems are well documented, the food in-
dustry is still far away from reducing waste or transitioning to a circular
economy. Our interview study reveals that producers yield decision-
making power to consumers, retailers, and government authorities,
justifying their position through narratives of disempowerment. If all
stakeholders follow such a wait-and-see approach, wasteful food pack-
aging practices are not likely to change soon.
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