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Context

Consumers are increasingly hostile towards ‘wasteful, misleading and hard–to-use packaging’ and more aware of the complex ecological and social effects of the brands they use (Pavitt 2000
, Thackara 1997
). Packaging eco-design can be a potent source of commercial advantage in an increasingly competitive and transitory business environment. Specifically it can deliver (Smith et al 1996
, Schmitt, B. & Simonson, A. 1997
):

· Greater resource efficiency (materials, energy, labour etc.);

· Added functionality;

· Better product differentiation in overcrowded markets;

· Reduced environmental impact during use and disposal.

In a perfect world, all companies would take a strategic view of product development, taking a systematic view of  “opportunity identification” (Trott, P 1998
) whilst also looking to optimise resource efficiency. Unfortunately eco-design is often not considered as a constituent part of the business process. 

This paper looks at how companies, small and large, can successfully achieve improved business performance by integrating packaging eco-design processes into mainstream ‘product planning’ and development activity, aligned to core business processes. 

Barriers to Packaging Eco-Design

Barriers to product eco-design are numerous and go beyond those normally associated with traditional process waste minimisation.  Packaging design is even more problematic in that it not only has to protect and preserve the product and facilitate its handling – it has to provide information to the consumer and differentiate the product on the shelf.  The packaging developer or specifier therefore has to take into account a wide variety of often conflicting drivers and interests at the strategic and operational design stages.  

Key barriers to good decision-making include (Hilton, 2001
; Johansson 2000
):

· Lack of awareness of motivating factors (commercial benefits, legal compliance);

· Poor strategic planning and ‘visioning’; 

· Poor internal communication and functional integration; 

· Lack of resources – time and appropriate knowledge and skills.

Larger companies, while having greater resources and better awareness, tend to have complex internal structures that inhibit effective communication. Smaller companies tend to be the opposite, with inherently good internal communications but poor awareness of external drivers and severe resource limitations (e.g. Walker, D & Holdway, R 1997
). Often small companies are more able and willing to innovate (Hansen 1998
, Hemel 2001
).

Even where eco-design is an accepted approach, companies tend to embody its principles at different levels and often in unstructured and ad hoc ways, without proper integration across the organisation (TU Delft 
).  

Some Solutions 

No matter what the size of company, change has to come from within, based on a clear understanding of the commercial benefits that eco-design can provide.  In order to get companies to think about ‘whole of life’ impact or ‘whole of value chain’ from the outset requires nothing short of a cultural shift with new new internal and external relations and education and training initiatives playing a critical part in the overall success of projects. 

Eco-design of packaging cannot be treated in isolation, but integrated with the product development process, both at the strategic and operational levels. Environmental considerations have to be taken into account from the outset where much of the cost and environmental impact is committed (Design Council, UK 1998). Tischner, U 2001
 asserts the need for the ecodesign process to be seen as an extension of conventional product planning processes. It is also worth noting that the focus of development efforts sometimes need to move away from individual projects to the portfolio or aggregate project plan, taking in to account the 5 key dimensions of risk implicit in this development process: Technical, Market, Portfolio, Process and Environmental. 

Functional integration is another key area.  Multi-functional teams are essential, encompassing design and development, sales and marketing, trading/ procurement, manufacturing and distribution. Any packaging design work should also have a clear customer focus and involve key suppliers and in some cases external support bodies to fill competency gaps. Internal staff training, and indeed supplier support and mentoring, is also a critical element as is the need to have an internal champion at an appropriate level to drive the process forward (Hilton, 2001
; Johansson 2000
; Holdway 2001)
. Larger companies are able to ‘engineer’ the right internal and external structures and connections to allow the appropriate interactions as the example below illustrates. 

The UK based supermarket J Sainsburys has an internal team of environmental specialists and packaging technologists that work directly with buying teams for certain product ranges. Internal guidance has been developed for packaging optimisation whilst there is also a ‘Suppliers’ Guide’ to Reducing Environmental Impacts. Buyers have internal environmental training to help them to encourage better supplier practices (Hilton for Envirowise, forthcoming). Unilever and Boots operate in a similar fashion with internal guidance, intranet-based tools and training as critical elements.   

Such comprehensive approaches are not generally possible for SMEs. Here the authors have found that ‘eco-creativity’ workshops, where appropriate teams brainstorm and make common-sense judgments using generic information, can deliver quick environmental gains (providing compliance
) whilst enhancing the brand image and improving penetration into new/niche markets. The workshop format provides the right social context for ideas to be shared and developed in a way that would not be possible inside the typical working environment. 

A consensual view can be formed about the key criteria that are driving the development of new ideas in the business.  These then become the criteria against which any new idea is judged. A critical dimension is the extent to which the approach is seen as being ‘prescriptive’.  A more ‘developmental’ approach aims to provide information and support frameworks but encourages the team to find its own solutions. 

At KS Paul, a small high temperature lubricants and coatings distributor, took a workshop approach to its packaging redesign process. The workshop involved the MD, packaging designers and external suppliers. Over 80 ideas were generated in the one-day workshop. An early evaluation of concept sketches is a relatively cheap and quick way of understanding the merits and pitfalls in a proposed design. At KS Paul, a scoring and weighting or ‘controlled convergence’ approach was taken to assess the initial concepts. The workshop led to a small number of concepts being pursued, with detailed development work then being undertaken.

Finally, while the detail of eco-design tools themselves is not relevant here, how they are selected, implemented and used is of relevance. The authors would assert that the overall approach to design, the types of decisions being made, the resources available and the structure/culture of the company should determine what tools are used rather than the converse. 

The above and related issues will be discussed fully in the final paper. 

The paper is specifically based on, along with the wider literature, ongoing consultancy work by Giraffe/Holdway, a recent study of small company attitudes and behaviour to eco-design in North London (Holdway 2001), a study on sustainable design success factors for the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions (Hilton 2001), and work for Envirowise (DTI/DEFRA) on Packaging Eco-Design in SMEs to be published later this year (Hilton and Holdway).  Both authors are advisors on Packaging and Eco-Design to the Government Environment Helpline.   
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