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Plastic packaging: Are German retailers on the way
[ ]
towards a circular economy?
Companies’ strategies and perspectives on consumers
German retailers commit to promoting a circular economy (CE) to tackle the plastic crisis. Their strategies and perspectives
on the role of consumers are qualitatively analyzed based on sustainability reports and press releases. Strategies include means of

reduction and reuse but focus on recycling. Consumers are rather seen as barriers to realizing a CE.

Katharina Friederike Stréiter @, Sebastian Rhein @

Plastic packaging: Are German retailers on the way Relevance and backgrou nd
towards a circular economy? Companies’ strategies and
perspectives on consumers Single-use plastic (SUP) packaging is considered the main source
GAIA 32/2(2023): 241248 of environmental plastic pollution as it is often not disposed of
properly (Geyer et al. 2017). However, in Germany, per capita con-
Abstract sumption of disposable packaging has risen continuously.! More
Environmental pollution caused by single-use plastic packaging waste than 3.1 million tons of respective waste were accumulated in
is one of the major problems of our time. As a means of tackling 2019, of which only approximately 1.8 million tons were recycled.?
environmental damage from plastic, many companies are voluntarily As a packaging material, plastic is appreciated because it is
committing to promoting a sustainable use of plastic and the idea of a cheap, light weight, protects food and helps to increase the shelf
circular economy (CE). Among these companies, retailers play an life of products (Ellen MacArthur Foundation 2013). Thus, most
interesting role. They are the point of sale of different manufacturers’ consumables are retailed in SUP packaging. Consequently, the
products and, thus, are in direct contact with consumers. This paper fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG) sector plays a key role in
qualitatively analyzes retailers’ plastic strategies as published in tackling the problems caused by plastics (Phelan et al. 2022),
sustainability reports and press releases. In particular, their understan- and manufacturers and retailers involved are facing increasing
ding of the concept of a CE, their perspective on the CE-related role of pressure from political and public actors to help mitigate these
consumers, and the consistency of their objectives regarding CE goals problems.?
are investigated. The results indicate that there is a strong focus on Political pressure is manifested, for example, by the banning*
recycling, although the retailers also consider means of reduction by of certain SUP items (such as SUP bags or drinking straws), and
avoidance and reuse. Consumers are rather seen as a barrier to policy frameworks are designed in such a way to reduce nega-
implementing a circular economy at all three levels (reduction, reuse, tive externalities of plastics. Within the EU, the most relevant
recycling) and are assumed to need waste management education. overarching framework is the European strategy for plastics in a
circular economy®, which has been reinforced by the Directive on
Keywords single-use plastics (Directive [EU] 2019/904). These strategies aim
circular economy, GABEK®, plastic packaging, qualitative analysis, to harmonize the legal framework within the EU (Syberg et al.
recycling, retailer, self-commitments 2021) and promote a transformation from the currently predom- >

1 https: jwww.umweltbundesamt.de/presse /pressemitteilungen /verpackungsver-
brauch-2018-weiter-gestiegen

2 https: [fwww.umweltbundesamt.de /sites /default /files /medien/1410/publikatio-
nen/2021-11-23_texte_148-2021_aufkommen-verwertung-verpackungsabfaelle-
deutschland-2019_bf.pdf

3 Companies also attempt to achieve a circular economy (CE) out of corporate
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inantlinear system (Phelan et al. 2022) to a circular one (Foschi
and Bonoli 2019) “that is restorative and regenerative by design
and aims to keep products, components, and materials at their
highest utility and value at all times”.® Even though varying def-
initions of the term “circular economy” (CE) exist (Kirchherr et
al. 2017), there is a general agreement that implementing a CE
requires the prioritization of (means of) reduction over (means
of) reuse on the product level, and a prioritization of (means of)
product reuse over recycling (3Rs) (Rhein and Striter 2021a).”

These 3Rs are understood as follows:

B Reduction is an overarching goal: it can be interpreted to in-
clude the (interdependent) reduction of resource use, produc-
tion and consumption, waste, and much more. Reduction is
closely related to both reuse and recycling measures as these
can contribute to different reduction targets. In terms of plas-
tic packaging (waste), there is, however, consensus that reduc-
ing the use of plastic packaging, per se, is critical to mitigat-
ing the plastic problem (Kirchherr et al. 2017).

B Reuse includes all measures that enable reuse at the product
level, as: “The fewer products we discard (...) the better for
our environment.”®

B Recycling includes not only the end-of-life management of a
product, but also all aspects related to recycling, such as de-
sign for recycling, recyclability and the use of recycled mate-
rials. This understanding is evident in a variety of circular
economy projects (Stumpf et al. 2021).

That recycling is only the third priority in this generalized list of
priorities is due to the fact that “recycling targets do not neces-
sarily promote a CE as (...) recycling activities destroy products’
integrity and do not help products remain in the economy” (Mor-
seletto 2020, p. 4). The prioritization and interpretations of the
3 Rs above form the basis for the paper’s analyses.

Public pressure on companies comes directly from consumers
who are generally considered a key factor in achieving CE goals,
as they use and dispose of SUP packaging (Michelini et al. 2017).
However, whether they support or hinder the establishment of
CE systems is controversial. On one hand, companies report a
lack of support from consumers in terms of their willingness to
change their consumption patterns or pay more for alternatives
to SUP packaging (Gong et al. 2020, Ma et al. 2020). On the other
hand, studies report a growing environmental awareness among
consumers who are increasingly asking for sustainable consump-
tion options (e.g., Dilkes-Hoffman et al. 2019, Van Oosterhout
et al. 2022). These options, so they say, are lacking in everyday
shopping situations, which makes it a challenge to avoid SUP
packaging (Jacobsen et al. 2022).

Katharina Friederike Striter, Sebastian Rhein

As the point of sale for external and home brand products,
(food) retailers are in direct contact with consumers. They can
approach consumers through information campaigns and guide
their behavior (Gong et al. 2020). Methods of implementing a
CE become obvious in their stores through the use of, for exam-
ple, unpackaged goods (Marken and Hérisch 2019) or return sys-
tems to collect empty bottles (Rhein and Striter 2021b). Thus,
they occupy an interesting position between producers and con-
sumers that is worth analyzing.

(Food) retailers’ attempts to contribute to the implementa-
tion of a CE are publicly documented in their sustainability re-
ports and press releases. Recent analyses of such commitments
indicate that there is a focus on recycling rather than on higher
priority measures such as reduction and reuse (Phelan et al. 2022).
This could be due to the fact that relying on recycling hardly re-
quires any changes to long-established processes along the value
chain (e.g., Temesgen et al. 2021). However, relevant research
regarding German retailers is currently rare. In addition, inter-
relationships between German consumers and retailers have not
yet been assessed in much detail. Thus, this explorative qualita-
tive study investigates the role of German (food) retailers regard-
ing a CE in a strict sense (that prioritizes reduction over reuse,
and reuse over recycling). Based on the commitments of Ger-
man food retailers, this paper exemplarily analyzes
1. how retailers interpret the concept of a CE and the

associated 3Rs,

2. what actions they take to promote a CE and whether these
actions are effective in promoting a CE in the strict sense,
3. how they describe the role of consumers in achieving a CE.

Data and method

The qualitative data base consists of sustainability reports and
press releases of eight high-grossing German food retailers/
groups: Edeka Group (Edeka, Netto Marken-Discount), Rewe
Group (Rewe, Penny), Schwarz Group (Lidl, Kaufland), Aldi
Group (Aldi Nord, Aldi Siid), Metro Group, dm-drogerie markt,
Rossmann and Globus.’ Most of these companies operate inter-
nationally. However, due to this paper’s focus, only statements
about the operating business in Germany, published in German,
were considered.!

Sustainability reports are a valuable data base for analyzing
corporate (sustainability) strategies: they are comparable due to
common structures and topics. Besides, one can assume that they
cover the measures and strategies that companies consider note-
worthy, that is, particularly appropriate for solving the plastics

6 https://ellenmacarthurfoundation.org

7 Substantially more Rs, for example, repair or rethink, are discussed in the literature (e.g., Kirchherr et al. 2017). However, many of these can be interpreted
as subsets of reduction, reuse or recycling, for example, repair with the intention to reuse.

8 https://ec.europa.eu Jeurostat /documents/3217494/11478276/KS-DK-20-001-EN-N.pdf/06ddaf8d-1745-76b 5-838¢-013524781340?t=1605526083000, p. 100.

9 https://www.lebensmittelzeitung.net/handel /rankings /ranking-top-30-lebensmittelhandel-deutschland-2021-161580?crefresh=1 quoted according to:
https: //de.statista.com /statistik /daten /studie/153723/umfrage /groesste-unternehmen-imlebensmitteleinzelhandel-nach-gesamtumsatz-in-deutschland.

10 For a detailed description of the data set, see the online supplement: https://doi.org/10.14512 /gaia.32.2.7.suppl.
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TABLE 1: Unit of sense and key terms — an example (authors’ representation and translation). Key terms in square brackets indicate statements in
which the corresponding aspects are addressed in a contextual and/or literal manner.

GA9 (IDENTIFIER OF THE INDEX CARD)

UNIT OF SENSE

Als Teil des Rezyklat-Forums setzt sich
Globus fiir die Vermeidung und Reduzierung

KEY TERMS WITH BRIEF EXPLANATIONS

Zusammenarbeit/Kooperation (collaboration/cooperation; key term is coded whenever a
company reports on respective activities)

von Kunststoffverpackungen (...) (ein).
(As part of the Recyclate Forum, Globus is

Forum Rezyklat (Recyclate Forum; name of the cooperative activity)

committed to avoiding and reducing plastic

Ziel (goal; coded as the company talks about a goal that they want to reach via cooperative activities)

packaging.)

vermeiden/Vermeidung (avoid/avoidance)

reduzieren/Reduzierung (reduce/reduction)

Plastikverpackungen (plastic packaging; the German terms Plastik and Kunststoff are used

synonymously)

[Reduktion] ([reduction]; key term used to mark all those statements that address aims of reduction
independent from whether the specific term “reduction” was used or a synonymous one)

problem (Landrum and Ohsowski 2018, Phelan et al. 2022). Plas-
tic-related press releases issued from 2019 to 2022 were includ-
ed in the data base to account for ideas and details not included
in the reports. Initial data collection was carried out in summer
2021. The data base was updated and supplemented in winter
2022/2023 with then-current reports and statements.

Data analysis was done applying the qualitative GABEK®
method (software: WinRelan®). GABEK® allows the systematized
analysis of textual data (Raich et al. 2014). Firstly, texts must be
manually subdivided into units of sense that represent a coher-
ent line of thought, usually consisting of one to a few sentences,
each of which is stored on a digital index card in WinRelan®.
Secondly, key terms that represent each unit of sense’s mean-
ing are to be defined by the coder and stored on the respective
index card as well (table 1). Zelger (2019) recommends three to
nine key terms per unit, as a human brain is able to deal with this
amount of information at any one time. Exceptions are possible
to preserve completeness of information.

Key terms which are on one index card and, thus, represent
one coherent line of thought, are associatively linked to each oth-
er. These relationships can be visualized by means of undirect-
ed network graphs that serve as a kind of mind map. Thereby,
the weight of connecting lines indicates the frequency (n) with
which key terms are mentioned together. Due to the combina-
tion of method and software, all steps of the analysis can be made
transparent to third parties (Zelger 2019). Coding was done in
German to minimize the loss of information. Only the result
and directly quoted statements were translated from German
to English in consultation with a native speaker.

Results
In the following, the companies’ associations with the central

concept of a CE, the measures of reduction and reuse, and the
consumers’ role are analyzed.

GAIA 32/2(2023): 241248

Circular economy

Figure 1 (p. 244) illustrates the retailers’ associations with the
key term [CE]. This tags all units of sense where the term CE is
explicitely mentioned, which are part of a paragraph that refers
to the idea of a CE, and/or part of a section whose heading in-
dicates that it deals with the idea of a CE.

The analyses indicate that the companies generally support
the idea of a CE, and that they are willing to play their part in
implementing respective systems. This is mainly motivated by
the insights (figure 1, upper part) that finite resources are to be
conserved and handled sustainably; that there is a problem with
waste (“a retail company produces a lot of packaging waste”
[Ma9]"); and that consumers are attaching more and more im-
portance to sustainable consumption and are making “conscious
choices that benefit their own health, their fellow human beings
and the environment” (Ad5).

In their statements all companies address, more or less ex-
plicitely, means of reduction, reuse and recycling. Text parts ad-
dressing recycling (including the use of recyclate and the need
for recyclability) and those adressing reduction and reuse (on the
product level) are closely interrelated. However, the linkage be-
tween reuse and recycling can almost exclusively be ascribed to
the naming of the three Rs in a series of measures (e.g., “the cir-
cular economy according to the principles of ‘reduce, reuse, re-
cycle’” [Ko3]), or to reusable items that are also recyclable and/
or made from recyclate (see also figures 2 and 3, pp. 245f). The
companies argue that, to achieve a CE, cooperation with differ-
ent actors (environmental organizations, start-ups, etc.) is need-
ed, and various retailers report on their engagement in multi-
stakeholder initiatives such as Forum Rezyklat, which promotes
the improvement of recycling processes, the use of recyclate, and

11 These references refer to the index cards of the WinRelan® file, which can be
requested from the authors. The online supplement lists the assignment
of index cards to companies: https://doi.org/10.14512 /gaia.32.2.7.suppl.

This allows quotes and companies to be matched.
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FIGURE 1: Associations with circular economy “[CE]” (solid lines [black and white]: n = 20). The starting node [CE] is colored light green and connected
with white lines. As all measures are intended to promote a CE, “promote” is colored and connected in the same manner for clarity of depiction. Key
terms in square brackets indicate statements in which the corresponding aspects are addressed in a contextual and/or literal manner. The dashed line

indicates that the respective linkage is mainly due to a listing of terms.

“has initiated many processes to promote people’s awareness of
a circular economy and to achieve a correct separation of recy-
clables” (Ge8). Besides, consumers are seen as important collab-
orators, who are contextually linked to all three Rs as well as to
waste and the question of how to deal with it (see also figure 4).

Reduction
Figure 2 provides an overview of aspects that are recurrently
linked to reduction.

Reduction is frequently associated with the amount of virgin
plastic in use — which can be reduced by substituting virgin plas-
tic with recyclate and, thus, rather refers to recycling. In addi-
tion, reduction is linked to (plastic) waste, whereby a reduction
of plastic waste can be achieved through various impact chan-
nels. Besides, the analyses indicate that the companies aim at/
are working on reducing ...
® .. the consumption of certain plastic products, particularly

(single-use) plastic carrier bags and very thin flat bags for

fruits and vegetables, known as “Knotenbeutel” in

German,

m . plastic and plastic consumption, in general,

m . plastic packaging itself and, in particular, the amount of
packaging material in use via optimization of packaging
and the reduction of its weight.

These associations are much closer to the idea of reduction in
a strict sense. However, a deeper analysis of the statements re-
veals limitations. Reduction of packaging itself is, for example,
strongly associated with the fruit and vegetable (F & V) sector
and, in addition, often restricted to specific products. The plas-
tic-free cucumber might be the most prominent example: sev-
eral companies claim it as a great achievement (e. g., Iv5). Com-

panies also report, for example, on (more or less) unpackaged
“organic fairtrade bananas with a banderole” (Ah2), and/or “or-
ganic ginger” (e.g., Iv9) and “sweet potatoes” (e.g., Kc7) which
are branded instead of packaged. Aside from the F&V sector,
there are only few examples in which packaging as such has
been abandoned, such as the additional plastic lid on yogurt
pots, which had previously enabled convenient reclosing.

If reduction is stated as a rather general objective, then it is
often accompanied by a restriction that can be either quite gen-
eral (e.g., “wherever possible and sustainable” [Of7]) or related to
requirements regarding, for example, “the quality of the prod-
ucts” that must be “maintained during storage and transport”
(Li8). In addition, target formulations often allow companies to
rely on means other than reduction by using words like “or” or
“respectively” that keep many options open (e.g., “100% un-
packaged organic fruit and vegetables or use of environmental-
ly friendly packaging alternatives” [Ab6)).

In summary, whereas statements referring to the reduction
of the use of virgin plastic or packaging weight through optimi-
zation remain largely comprehensive, more far-reaching or gen-
erally formulated reduction targets do frequently come with re-
strictions or are limited to specific examples.

Reuse

Figure 3 (p. 246) summarizes the most common associations
with reuse in its strict sense. The analyses reveal that the retail-
ers consider reusable packaging and reuse systems as one pos-
sibility to reduce plastic consumption, packaging and waste.

A more detailed look at these projects, however, indicates
that the majority either have the character of lighthouse projects
that the retailers excessively report on or are test/pilot projects.
Among the first ones mentioned are the introduction of

GAIA 32/2(2023): 241248
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[ use of recyclate recyclate ]
I |
[ [recycling] virgin plastic ] plastic use/
(total) weight / consumption
[ packaging (material) plastic
. single-use fruits and
: plastic carrier bags vegetables
;-_{ consumption ] unpackaged
:-{ “Knotenbeutel” ]
[ plastic waste ]
[ waste ]
[ or/respectively ] [ limitation ] [ example ]
... if possible cucumber
... under consideration of product quality no additional lid (yoghurt cup)
... under consideration of food losses one special product

FIGURE 2: Associations with reduction (solid lines [black and white]: n = 20, dashed lines: n = 10, supplements in the lower part of the graph: n = 7).
The starting node “[reduction]”, which tags all reduction activities regardless of the specific wording in use, is colored light green and connected with
white lines to maintain clarity. “[reuse]” and the associated “multi-use systems” are colored light grey as this topic is discussed in the section Reuse
below. Key terms in square brackets indicate statements in which the corresponding aspects are addressed in a contextual and/or literal manner.

reusable carrier mesh bags for unpackaged fruits and
vegetables, intended to replace “Knotenbeutel”; and
a multi-use lid for yogurt pots to compensate for the
abandonment of the additional lid.

The pilot projects include refill stations for selected detergents,
cleaning or personal care products that are restricted to a quite
limited number of stores and/or for a limited time period. They
are intended to provide information on consumer acceptance
and technical handling under real-life conditions (e.g., Cb6). Be-
sides refill stations located within the stores, some of the retail-
ers provide consumers with refill systems for home usage by of-
fering, for example, cleaning tabs that can be dissolved in water
in a reusable bottle at home so that there is no “need to buy new
detergents packaged in bottles” (Pb5).

In addition, the results indicate that supermarkets with fresh
food counters are increasingly allowing consumers to bring their
own reusable boxes for packaging fresh food. Moreover, in re-
sponse to and/or in anticpation of the ban on specific single-use
carrier bags in Germany and further single-use plastic items with-
in the EU, some products were replaced by multi-use ones:

“(...) a year earlier than the legal deadline — EDEKA have been

doing away with single-use plastic tableware (...) (and) develop

reusable alternatives (...)." Ex1

Consumers

Consumers are seen as important key players (figure 4, p. 247).
On one hand, there is general agreement about an increasing
environmental sensitivity, which is reflected in purchasing be-
havior. On the other hand, companies frequently report on a need

GAIA 32/2(2023): 241248

to raise consumer awareness. The roles ascribed to consumers
differ between the 3Rs.

Regarding reduction, consumers, according to the compa-
nies, must be specifically encouraged to reduce their “Knoten-
beutel” and SUP carrier bag use. However, there is evidence that
the retailers presume that not all consumers are ready to do so
—and abstain from forcing them. Instead, they offer, for exam-
ple, “environmentally friendly” single-use alternatives (e. g., bio-
plastic bags) for those consumers “who do not want to do with-
out disposable fruit and vegetable bags” (Bj2).

Reuse systems that require a change in consumer behavior
(e.g., consumers must bring empty bottles to [re-]fill) are tested
by companies (e.g., dm) to gather information on consumer ac-
ceptance, which is considered a benchmark for scaling. Even re-
garding the reusable mesh carrier bag for fruits and vegetables,
there are, however, voices that see consumer laziness as a bar-
rier to sustainable consumption: “The challenge for customers
will be not to forget the vitamin nets at home” (Pa9).

Regarding recycling, the retailers report on a need to conduct
information campaigns (what they do on a large scale) to raise
awareness of the importance of recycling and the use of recy-
clate. Such campaigns primarily involve educational activities
explaining how to separate waste correctly. In addition, informa-
tion on the share of recycled material in home-brand packaging
is provided to promote sustainable purchasing behavior and,
with it, the idea of a CE:

“The aim of our circular economy campaign was to raise

awareness (...) through numerous actions, such as labeling

products with a high recycled content directly on the shelf.”

Cc8 >
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FIGURE 3: Associations with reuse (solid lines [black and white]: n = 15, dashed lines: n = 4). The starting node [reuse], which tags all reuse-related
activities regardless of the specific wording in use, is colored light green and connected with white lines to maintain clarity. The role of consumers and
related topics are colored light grey as this topic is discussed in the section Consumers below. Recycling only occurs in a listing of the 3Rs. Key terms in
square brackets indicate statements in which the corresponding aspects are addressed in a contextual and/or literal manner.

In summary, the analyses reveal that the retailers have general-
ly recognized the necessity of a CE with all three Rs — whereby
the success is said to depend on consumers.

Discussion and conclusion

On the surface, the packaging-related statements considered in
this paper create the impression that the retailers are commit-
ted to implementing a CE involving the three main measures
reduction, reuse and recycling. However, the deeper contextual
analyses indicate that there seems to be a stronger emphasis on
recycling and, thus, implementing a recycling economy rather
than a CE that prioritizes reduction over reuse, and reuse over
recycling. These findings are generally in line with Phelan et al.
(2022) or Rhein and Striter (2021a). However, in the given case,
the focus on recycling is less obvious and only becomes appar-
ent when the associations with reduction and reuse are exam-
ined in detail. Whereas targets referring to reduction through
avoidance of packaging and reuse on the product level are often
limited to pilot projects or otherwise constrained, recycling tar-
gets are hardly restricted.

Undoubtedly, recycling is important. However, a primary fo-
cus on measures to increase recyclability, the use of recycled ma-
terials and the end-of-life management of packaging does not
contribute to waste prevention and, thus, does not address the
roots of the plastics problem: the use of SUP packaging (Owens
and Conlon 2021). In addition, such a focus may slow down nec-
essary innovation processes and hinder political policy support-
ing the development of a circular economy in its strict sense
(Fitch-Roy et al. 2020).

In this light, the pilot projects that attempt to realize reduc-
tion via reuse are worth highlighting. These indicate that most
of the companies considered do not categorically reject relevant

ideas but test their suitability for daily use.’? However, some of
the reported results call for attention: in the case of dm, for ex-
ample, a test project led to the result that “customers are still very
reluctant to use the refill stations” (Cp2). The information pro-
vided indicates that a scaling of the reuse project was no longer
planned at the time. Thus, it seems to be important to monitor
whether these efforts are substantial — or rather serve as flag-
ship measures. In addition, it must be further analyzed whether
political incentives are necessary to encourage retailers to estab-
lish these systems on a permanent basis.

The analysis of the perspectives on the role of consumers reveals
that retailers tend to see consumers as barriers to implementing
a CE considering all three aspects reduction, reuse and recycling,
due to insufficient engagement. Consumers, so the retailers say,
are to be made aware of the importance of correct waste separa-
tion and the environmental advantages of recycled material in
packaging — and retailers expend great efforts to set up relevant
information campaigns. Analyses of FMCG companies in the
UK, for example, report on similar awareness campaigns (Gong
et al. 2020). These are ambivalent: they can have quite positive
effects, helping to increase recycling rates (Knickmeyer 2020).
However, recycling-centered communication strategies can also
shape consumers’ perception of a CE and might create the false
impression that a recycling economy is actually a CE (Smol et al.
2018, Sijtsema et al. 2020). In consequence, consumers might
become insensitive to and uninterested in strategies of reduction
and reuse on the product level and a “cultural barrier” (Kirchherr
et al. 2018) to achieving a CE (as defined in the introduction) can

12 However, it must be noted that some companies do not even offer bev-
erages in reusable bottles even though there is a long-established reuse
system in Germany. The market share of multi-use bottles in Germany has
decreased in recent decades. This is partly due to the retailers’ strategies
(Rhein and Striter 2021b).

GAIA 32/2(2023): 241248
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FIGURE 4: The perceived role of consumers (solid lines [black and white]: n = 15). For information on colors and brackets see figure 3.

emerge. Whether this applies to German consumers must be

further analyzed.

Concerning reuse systems, consumer acceptance is seen as
one of the most important factors that determine whether re-
spective test projects are scaled. This points to a difficult inter-
actional relationship between retailers and consumers in this
regard: if consumers do not (sufficiently) adopt reuse systems
within a pre-defined period of time, the corresponding offers
will not be implemented at scale, and retailers can comfortably
claim that the blame for non-scaling does not lie with them.
This indicates how difficult it is to pinpoint responsibilities for
(failed) system transformations.

Considering means of reduction by avoidance of packaging,
there are some prominently promoted projects — like the aban-
donment of the additional lid on yogurt pots — that do not real-
ly affect the consumers’ shopping routine. Whenever this rou-
tine is affected, however, — as is the case with reducing the use
of “Knotenbeutel” — there are voices stating that consumers are
too inflexible or lazy to change their behavior. These results al-
low a very cautious discussion of the question: “Who is respon-
sible for a sustainable use of plastics?”

B On one hand, this paper’s findings indicate that companies
see themselves achieving a CE but perceive consumers as
having a lot of catching-up to do. Concurrently, the compa-
nies considered seem to avoid enforcing changes in consum-
er behavior by, for example, insisting on providing single-use
bags for fruits and vegetables for those unwilling to use re-
usable ones.

B On the other hand, there is evidence (Dilkes-Hoffman et al.
2019) that some consumers regard companies as being re-
sponsible for ensuring a sustainable use of plastic and accuse
them of not meeting their responsibilities.

This dichotomy between companies and consumers is counter-
productive to implementing a CE and should be overcome. More
research is needed in this regard, for example, to investigate mea-
sures that promote a better fit between companies’ offers and
consumers’ acceptance and vice versa. Recent studies indicate,
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for example, that consumers are generally positive about reus-
able packaging, but that various factors, such as usability, also
have an important influence on their willingness to change their
habits (Miao et al 2023). In this light, further research should
analyze whether just offering an alternative will encourage con-
sumers to change their behavior as long as single-use options
remain available.

In summary, the answer to the question of whether the ac-
tions taken by retailers to implement a circular economy are ef-
fective, is, they do so in part. As soon as SUP packaging is pro-
duced and in use, the best way to deal with it in terms of the CE
is, indeed, recycling — and retailers seem to do their part in ad-
vancing relevant systems and are encouraging consumers to do
their part. However, if the idea of a CE is taken seriously, then
retailers should primarily strive for reduction through avoidance
and the use of reusable (plastic) packaging — and these measures
are currently subject to a lot of limitations, one of which is con-
sumer acceptance. This raises the question of whether retailers
should have more courage to provide and scale offers that take
reduction through avoidance and reuse seriously even though
they might not be accepted at once. An open research question
is why certain measures are taken and accepted so hesitantly. In
addition, it seems to be important to analyze whether and how
the focus on recycling, which can be found in the strategies of
producers and retailers, affects political decision-making and
consumer behaviors.

In order to achieve a CE retailers and manufacturers must
have the courage to substantially change the way products are
packaged (or not) and consumers must be willing to change their
behavior — or the political framework must be designed in such
a way that reduction through avoidance and reuse is actually giv-
en priority to recycling.
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