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THE FUTURE OF 
CORRUGATED – 
CONSUMER  
IS KING
AFTER DECADES OF (RELATIVE) STABILITY WE ARE EXPERIENCING 
ENORMOUS CHANGE WITHIN THE EUROPEAN CORRUGATED 
MARKET. WHAT ARE THE FACTORS BEHIND THIS?

AN ARTICLE BY NEIL OSMENT, NOA



A REVOLUTION IN CORRUGATED

 INTERNATIONAL PAPER BOARD INDUSTRY 43

Consumers are now the 
driving force behind the way 
the world develops. In most 

advanced regions, retailers have 
led the development of their industry 
for decades, but now the time has 
come for consumers to fight back. 
Consumers are no longer content 
to go shopping when the retail 
stores are open. They want to be 
able to shop whenever it is 
convenient to them and they are 
putting increasing pressure on 
retailers to be able to deliver what 
they want within ever-shortening 
delivery time. Consumers want 
personalisation, excellent quality, 
sustainability, environmentally 
friendly, healthy products and all at 
a competitive price. These 
demands are resulting in a number 
of seismic changes in retailing.

What is Retail doing?
Ecommerce is proving to be 
the biggest thing to happen 
to retail since the introduction 
of the supermarket. Retailers 
are currently jostling with each 
other to ensure that they are 
best placed to serve the ever-
changing needs of the consumer. 

Europe is a leading model 
for studying the complex mix of 
retail, as well as the power of the 
consumer. The following consumer 
driven trends in European retail are 
becoming apparent:

■ Consumer shopping trend 
moving towards convenience 
and away from big stores. As a 
result, leads to greater demand 
for smaller packs and smaller 
orders from these smaller store 
size formats;

■ The dominance of hypermarkets 
is dropping away, with no single 
channel dominating. There is an 
increasing need for corrugated 
converters to offer more channel 
specific solutions (Omnichannel 
pack solutions);

■ Brand owners are creating packs 
that can be adapted to suit many 
or all channels, as a response to 
Omnichannel retailing;

■ Increase in ‘click and collect’ 
and/or home delivery of 
products. Currently these 
goods go into plastic packaging 
formats (RPCs and flexible 
bags). This system is not very 
efficient and contributes to 
an unprofitable retail channel, 
putting pressure on retailers to 

find packaging solutions that 
offer a more cost effective 
answer for online ordering and 
shipping;

■ Consumer durable products 
grow at a much greater 
pace than expected through 
eCommerce channels (driven 
by Amazon’s dominance and 
popularity) and has led to a 
reduction in the non-grocery 
offerings of hypermarkets 
(impacting more and more 
on hypermarket/large 
supermarket’s revenues);

■ Overall, huge volume growth 
(largely) in consumer goods via 
the Internet and with the likely 
loss of added value packaging 
for this channel.

CONSUMERS WANT PERSONALISATION, EXCELLENT QUALITY, SUSTAINABILITY, 
ENVIRONMENTALLY FRIENDLY, HEALTHY PRODUCTS AND ALL AT A COMPETITIVE PRICE

As a result of these changes, we see clusters of retail activities 
developing. Common characteristics in European retail 
channels are apparent across most countries and over four 
regions, as identified below:

Retail regions in Europe – definitions and countries within each region

COMPLEX

Innovators in 
eCommerce, 

strong 
Discounters

France, UK, 
Western  
Europe 

Countries

Leading in 
Discounters, 
following in 
eCommerce

Germany, 
Austria,  
Poland

DISCOUNT 
LED

Traditional, 
modest  

growth in  
various retail 

markets

Spain, Italy, 
Nordic

REGIONAL

No one retail 
channel 

dominant, 
slow uptake of 
eCommerce

Turkey, 
Other Central 

European 
Countries

EMERGING
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Getting it to the Consumer
The traditional retail supply chain operates in a similar vein 
around Europe. However, this has been disrupted by the onset of 
eCommerce. There are now more delivery channels than ever before 
and retailers are faced with having to try to find efficient and profitable 
solutions. The biggest hurdle is overcoming the high operating costs 
associated with online shopping and where neither the retailer nor the 
consumer want to foot the bill.

A new model for distribution, 
collation and satisfying consumer 
demand (for speed and convenience) 
is evolving to ensure these new ways 
of retailing are sustainable. Some 
retailers have already identified the 
need to own or manage fleets of small 
vans and vehicles for local deliveries 
from local stores – driven by the 
demand for convenience shopping 
and the speed of availability.

Fresh food items are an internet 
shopping challenge – consumers 
need to be at home to receive 

What is the Ramification?
All of this change and disruption in 
retail markets is already having an 
effect on packaging. The following are 
a number of those changes identified:

■ Market polarisation – growth of 
brown liner, single colour printed 
distribution packs (known as Low 
Cost Distribution Packs LCDPs) 
at one end and decorative and 
microflute Single Facing Shelf 
Ready Packs (SFSRPs) at the 
other end;

■ Continued growth in smaller 
packs, especially in the SFSRP 
pack format;

■ Growing demand for SFSRP is 
also accompanied by a trend for 
a range of simple pack types 
for convenience or ‘Food To Go’ 
store shelves;

■ Retail channel specific packaging 
is developing – especially for 
eCommerce orientated packs;

■ Convenience is driving new pack 
types, e.g. sachets for detergent 
(versus boxes), blister packs for 
cooking (rather than cube blocks), 
litho printed corrugated for fruit 
(versus orange netted bags), etc;

■ Demand for even more Stock 
Keeping Units (SKUs) in small 
store formats and for more 
efficient use of shelf space, 

internet home shopping deliveries. 
Consumer durables (especially 
bulkier items) are much easier 
to have delivered to home. 
‘Uberization’ may be the answer 
and will evolve further; business 
is finding new and innovative 
ways to deliver product using 
these evolving, cheaper logistics 
systems. Consumers are no longer 
prepared to wait a few days for 
home deliveries and the norm is 
now for next day (or even same 
day) deliveries of goods.

Cost of in-store shopping versus online shopping with home delivery

Single Facing SRP (SFSRP)

‘UBERIZATION’ MAY BE THE ANSWER AND WILL EVOLVE FURTHER. BUSINESS IS FINDING NEW 
AND INNOVATIVE WAYS TO DELIVER PRODUCT USING THESE EVOLVING, CHEAPER LOGISTICS 
SYSTEMS
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drives increase in variety pack 
and multiple product pack 
formats, especially in Limited 
List Discounter Stores. This is 
extending product choice but 
with limited brand choice;

■ Trend for ‘just-what-I-need’ shopping 
habit, along with consumer food 
waste concerns, means that 
‘Buy One Get One Free’ (BOGOF) 
promotions likely to reduce;

■ SRP packs already becoming 
less popular and begun to 
plateau in some markets;

■ Pack formats are getting smaller 
to reduce food waste, especially 
for short shelf-life products;

■ LCDP style packs are growing due 
to greater demand for Consumer 
Durables ordered via the internet. 

With this comes commercial 
pressure on Corrugated suppliers 
as buyers focus on the commodity 
characteristics/lack of added 
value attributes that these packs 
appear to offer;

■ Trend for less grammage and 
less white liners (hence a move 
towards lighter weights and 
more brown liner packs);

■ A growing niche market for 
‘engagement and experience’ 
packaging, which will demand 
more decorative print and 
different flute profiles;

■ The supply model of corrugated will 
see more changes and new uses 
of product and systems (e.g. direct 
delivery of sheet board to packer 
fillers and use of digital printers by 

packer fillers for improved speed 
to market of products);

■ A new family of internet 
packaging formats are 
appearing (referred to here as 
Low Cost Distribution Packaging, 
LCDPs). LCDP rises for grocery 
packs as retailers move towards 
using corrugated containers 
purely for distribution and 
increase decanting of products 
onto their own shelves;

■ The growth of SRP over the next 
five years will see a reversing 
over the following five years and 
is most likely to affect perforated 
RSCs first, a format that is 
seen as poor in performance 
due to perforations often being 
compromised in transit.

Incremental Growth in Corrugated by Container Construction – Grocery – Western and Central Europe 
– 2011 to 2016, 2016 to 2021 and 2021 to 2026

A GROWING NICHE MARKET FOR ‘ENGAGEMENT AND EXPERIENCE’ PACKAGING WILL DEMAND 
MORE DECORATIVE PRINT AND DIFFERENT FLUTE PROFILES
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Evolving Role for Corrugated
The history of corrugated has seen 
the product move from a simple 
transit tool into today’s golden era 
of brand promotion with the SRP 
format. It is now seeing a new dawn 
as it becomes a packaging vehicle 
for driving supply chain cost savings.

LCDPs can offer opportunities 
as an added-value proposition 
from corrugated due to the cost 
efficiency improvements that are 
possible (mainly from labour-saving 
benefits). Corrugated can offer 
tangible benefits for eCommerce 
retailers within their warehousing 
and distribution systems providing  
huge cost savings in labour for 
many eCommerce retailers (in 
exchange for a small premium in 
the price of corrugated packaging). 

Smaller and smaller print 
runs will continue. The ability to 
respond quicker and better to these 
demands will be a key focus. Digital 
print will develop its niche as a 
print process and may also offer a 
solution for tackling ever reducing 
print run lengths.

Investment in pack design 
and development will be a key 

opportunity for corrugated in adding 
value. Opportunities will lie in:

■ Tackling the cost of voids and 
void fill;

■ Reducing the cost of packing 
(hand packing, semi-auto filling 
and full automation);

■ Reducing the number of variables 
(of overall stock volume and 
numbers of stock keeping units);

■ Reducing fragmentation of 
ordering;

■ Reducing wasteful use of 
corrugated within the supply 
chain.

The final delivery stage of eCommerce 
(especially grocery delivery through 
the internet) is not viable today; 
corrugated has a great role to play for 
eCommerce companies to tackle this 
and by offering added value solutions, 
will drive major cost savings to help 

move many eCommerce companies 
into sustainable profits. The support 
that corrugated can offer in the 
supply chain and the expertise in 
supply chain management, will be 
the new opportunity for corrugated 
over the next 10 years. Don’t 
forget… the consumer is King! With 
such massive strategic and tactical 
implications, the key is deciding on 
how best to react to these seismic 
retail changes. ■
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THE SUPPORT THAT CORRUGATED CAN OFFER IN THE SUPPLY CHAIN AND THE EXPERTISE IN 
SUPPLY CHAIN MANAGEMENT WILL BE THE NEW OPPORTUNITY FOR CORRUGATED OVER THE 
NEXT 10 YEARS. DON’T FORGET… THE CONSUMER IS KING!




