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Our annual unboxing survey is now in its ninth year. Over 
nearly a decade of research, we have seen retailers broadly 
getting better at reducing damages, not over-packing 
and making packaging more sustainable. All these trends 
respond to consumer demand. This year’s results reveal their 
continuation but with some interesting developments.

We unpacked  
some surprises  
in our ninth unboxing survey

The UK remains Europe’s biggest online retail 
market, with online shopping accounting for 
over a quarter of all retail activity so far this 
year, according to the ONS.

This makes securing the loyalty of online 
shoppers of paramount importance in an ever 
more competitive market and packaging has 
a central role to play in this. 

However, two of the main drivers of disloyalty, 
according to an Emarsys survey this year, are 
poor customer experience (which includes 
unboxing) and price increases. A third related 
cause is charging for returns. 

This creates an additional headache 
for retailers, who are already facing the 
prospect of upcoming Extended Producer 
Responsibility (EPR) fees, which are likely to 
impact their overall pricing. Our survey 
reveals an overwhelming desire for returnable 
packaging amongst customers, adding yet 
more cost, which they won’t pay for. How  
will retailers address this? 

The ongoing cost of living crisis is clearly still 
affecting consumer behaviour in relation to 
price, while other trends are set to be 
accelerated by generational differences. Gen 
Z shoppers are nearly three times more likely 
than Boomers to abandon a brand for poor 
sustainability performance. This means the 
demand for eco-friendly packaging revealed 
in our survey will only get stronger.

It is also clear from our research that as the UK 
population ages, a good unboxing experience 
will be as much about accessibility as an 
exciting brand interaction. Elderly and 
disabled people represent a market of nearly 
20 million in the UK. Not enough retailers are 
considering this group when choosing their 
packaging.



There’s no place like home, but...

The big four are still 
attracting most attention

Home delivery remains the 
overwhelming preference for nearly  
all online shoppers. However, click and 
collect (C&C) was higher than 2023, 
after dropping back post-pandemic. 
According to IMRG research, the 
primary appeal of C&C is its cost, which 
influenced 78% of those choosing this 
option last year. However, the ability to 
combine it with other shopping 
activities was also a factor.

Retailers whose customers are very 
price sensitive may want to actively 
promote C&C. However, as flexible and 
home working is here to stay for many, 
home delivery will remain the first 
choice for most consumers.

Like previous years, a hugely diverse range of sectors were 
represented in our survey this year. And, as expected, fashion, 
health & beauty, home & garden and food & drink made up 
the bulk of the responses. This is no mystery, as these 
categories cover the vast majority of online purchases in the 
UK each year. Responses from most other sectors in our 
survey come in below five per cent.

93%
of respondents  

chose home delivery

24%
Fashion

16%
Home & garden

7%
of respondents  

chose click and collect, 
 but the numbers  

are rising

16%
Health & beauty

15%
Food & drink
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The cardboard box is still king
Cardboard boxes remain the most popular form of 
packaging in use by online retailers, with 62% of all items 
arriving in one. This is no great surprise (it is called the 
unboxing survey, after all). Perhaps more surprising is the 
continuing popularity of plastic mailing bags. While 
consumers do not see plastic as sustainable, many 
internet retailers take advantage of the low-cost, 
lightweight protection they provide.

More to do on  
recycling labelling
Our survey found that more than half the 
packaging delivered to consumers doesn’t  
have clear recycling labelling. Sadly, much of  
this packaging will be partially or completely 
recyclable, so a big opportunity to support the 
circular economy is being missed. Retailers are 
also missing the opportunity to draw attention 
to their environmental credentials, vital in a 
world where consumer demand is a big part  
of the drive for more sustainable packaging.

56%
said there was no  

clear recycling labelling

62%

6%

23%

3% 4% 2%

Cardboard 
box

Cardboard 
envelope

Plastic 
mailing bag

Paper 
mailing bag

Padded or 
bubble lined 

envelope

Other



Sustainability matters 
but so does price

Good news

Bad news

76%
believed their  

retailers were using 
eco-friendly  
packaging

73%
will not pay  

more for sustainable 
packaging

21%
will stop using a  

retailer who doesn’t  
use sustainable  

packaging

89%
are willing to  

return packaging

61%
won’t pay  

to return reusable 
packaging to  

a retailer

Demand for packaging that is recyclable or made from 
recycled material, shows no sign of abating and is much 
stronger from younger age groups. According to Emarsys 
research, 47% of shoppers under 30 will switch brands based 
on a company’s record on sustainability, compared with just 
13% of those over 60. So, the clock is ticking for retailers who 
are playing catch up. 

But the picture is a bit more complex. Younger 
people expect retailers to be more sustainable  
but don’t see why they should pay a premium.  
It’s the same with reusable packaging. A whopping 
89% of respondents are willing to return reusable 
packaging. However, 61% said they would only do 
so if the online retailer covered the costs of returns 
or collection. We also found that if people were 
prepared to pay a premium for eco-friendly 
packaging, it was no more than 5% above the price 
of standard packaging. 

So, retailers are caught between contradictory 
demands from customers: Be green, but don’t be 
too expensive. They are also grappling with new 
regulatory pressures – and costs – from the 
government, in the form of fees under new EPR 
legislation that come into force next year. With 
customers and regulators expecting retailers to 
swallow the cost of sustainable packaging, a holistic 
re-evaluation of their entire packaging operation 
may be the only way to satisfy both and remain 
competitive.
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Extended Producer Responsibility

Retailers in scope of EPR could be facing significant 
new costs next year. For example, plastic is expected 
to be taxed up £520 per tonne and cardboard up to 
£250 in the highest fee scenarios.

There are key steps retailers can take to minimise the 
cost of EPR and make their packaging more 
sustainable: 

• 	 Optimising the weight of their packaging - 
as EPR obligations and fees will be based on the 
weight of packaging being handled, reducing the 
weight of packaging materials will be key for online 
retailers. Not only will this combat costs, but it can 
help reduce transport CO2e and waste associated 
with a retailers packaging. 

• 	 Swapping to easier to recycle packaging materials - 
EPR legislation is set to introduce modulated fees, 
based material recyclability. So, it will be good 
practice for retailers to consider swapping to 
packing materials that fit this criteria. Paper and 
board will attract lower fees.

• 	 Looking for opportunities to use less packaging  
ultimately, the goal of EPR is to encourage 
businesses to use less packaging. Holistically 
reviewing their packaging operations will enable 
retailers to identify opportunities to lower material 
use. And using less packaging will mean reduced 
waste and reduced EPR fees.

Illustrative EPR for packaging base fees rates for 2025/26 
for all packaging materials: 

Material
Lower Intermediate Higher 

(in £/tonne)

Aluminium £320 £405 £605

Fibre-based 
composites

£355 £450 £565

Glass £110 £175 £215

Paper or card £135 £190 £250

Plastic £360 £425 £520

Steel £220 £265 £330

Wood £145 £240 £340

Other £180 £205 £240
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Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) regulations are now 
in force, with EPR fees expected to hit responsible businesses 
in 2025. As the legislation applies to packaging waste that 
will end up in UK households, it’s expected that online 
retailers, who use significant volumes of packaging,  
will feel the impact.

Source: gov.uk  (figures as of October 2024)

If you work for a retail business, 
now is the time to prepare your 
packaging for EPR. If you are still 
unsure how it will affect your 
business or need help preparing, 
scan the QR code to download our 
helpful FAQ document and get in 
touch with our packaging experts. 



Brand basics What’s the damage?

Accessible for all?
If packaging is easy to open, this isn’t just 
generally convenient; it’s an accessibility  
issue. Older customers and people with  
various disabilities, including visual impairment, 
are being badly let down if they struggle to 
open their parcels.

Our survey found that less than seven per  
cent of parcels had any additional accessible 
features. These can include braille, raised  
tactile symbols and high-contrast print.

24% of people in the UK have a registered 
disability and 19% are over 65*. These 
percentages represent a combined market  
of millions of people. Designing packaging  
to make their lives easier isn’t just the right  
thing to do. It makes good business sense. 
*Source: House of Commons Library

95%
of consumers  

found their  
packaging  

easy to open

79%
of customers were  
‘very satisfied’ or 

‘satisfied’ with their 
unboxing experience

5%
of customers were  
‘very dissatisfied’  

with theirs

7%
less than 7%  

had any other  
features that made  

it accessible

Unboxing unpacked 
The small number of respondents who were 
dissatisfied with their unboxing experience cited:

•	 Product damage

•	 Too much plastic being used

•	 Packaging too big for the product or excessive 
packaging being used

•	 Couriers leaving water sensitive items outside

58% of packaging reviewed by consumers was branded,  
a mere 1% improvement from last year. In other words, 
42% of online retailers are still not taking advantage of  
one of the most important brand touchpoints  
in their entire operation. As we’ve pointed out before  
in these reports, packaging for goods sold online amounts  
to a direct mail campaign with a 100% open rate.  
It is potentially the biggest self-owned media a retailer  
has and, if used well, can cement long-term brand loyalty.

A more positive, and ongoing trend, is the reduction in 
goods arriving damaged. With an impressive 97% of goods 
arriving undamaged, one can say that retailers have largely 
solved the problem of goods damaged in transit. Another 
positive statistic is that, of the seven per cent of 
respondents who did have to return goods, 62% were  
able to use the packaging their order came in. Of course, 
to maintain this level of success, or improve it, the work  
of developing ever-better protective packaging goes on.

58%
said their product 
arrived in branded 

packaging

3%
Only 3% of goods  
arrived damaged

56%
said branded 

packaging would 
encourage them  

to buy again

7%
of respondents  
had to return  

an item



Working with retailers to find this balance is a 
critical mission at Macfarlane Packaging and we 
have spent many years developing these tools to 
help them achieve it:  

•	 Unique packaging optimisation software  
to find significant material and CO2 savings, 
helping businesses and the environment.  
The Optimiser can also illustrate EPR costs 
for customers. 

•	 State-of-the-art Innovation Labs to develop 
lighter, stronger, more sustainable packaging 
solutions that deliver a memorable unboxing 
experience.

•	 An extensive range of eco-friendly packaging, 
including materials which are recyclable and 
contain recycled content.

•	 An online e-trading system for one-click 
reporting on packaging usage, material  
and weight.  

For support with any or all 
of your packaging needs, 
contact us at:

macfarlanepackaging.com

Macfarlane Packaging  
is here to help with all  
your packaging needs
This year’s survey confirms that consumers’ most important 
concerns regarding packaging are sustainability and price. 
Finding the right balance between the two is essential for 
retailers, especially in the post-EPR regulatory environment.
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