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Millennials are becoming the key target group for retailers 
and brand owners to win; to ensure future sales growth 
and profitability. Millennials are a consumer group with 
characteristics different from previous generations: they 
shop online, are connected to social media, and make 
value-driven purchase decisions. Millennials want to 
consume smart, with less waste and more recycling, 
and are even willing to pay a premium for it. They look 
beyond the immediate product scope and are interested 
in the environmental impact a brand has across its supply 
chain. Packaging plays a crucial part in how the desired, 
sustainable brand experience can be conveyed end to 
end. 

The brand owners and retailers that respond to 
Millennials’ values have a high likelihood of attracting and 
building loyalty and sales opportunities with this important 
next generation of consumers; simultaneously they can 
increase operational efficiency and margins via smart 
packaging solutions. There are distinct opportunities 
along the fiber-based packaging value chain from inbound 
logistics to store operations and the moment of truth with 
the consumer—to improve retailer EBIT-margins up to 

2.5 percentage points on the areas and categories 
addressed and drive top-line growth.  Up to 4% 
sales uplift is achievable on a category level.

This Viewpoint will focus on how innovative 
fiber-based packaging solutions can help brand 
owners and retailers to win with the next generation 
of consumers, the Millennials, and tap into the 
additional cash generation opportunities.

Millennials share the following  
characteristics:

•  Born between 1980 and 2000

•  Will represent 47% of European workforce by 
2025

•  Shop online and use social media extensively

•  Are value driven and prefer smart consumption

•  Consider packaging as part of the shopping 
experience

•  Prefer fiber-based packaging



Millennials, the next 
consumer group to 
win
 
Today’s consumers, and particularly the Millennials or 
Generation Y, are increasingly value-driven and look 
for sustainable, natural, and authentic consumption 
alternatives. Millennials are an increasingly important 
target audience for retailers and brand owners. Already 
today, Millennials account for 33% of the workforce in 
European economies and will constitute 47% by 20251. 

Millennials nearly half of European workforce by 20252 
(Millennials’ share of workforce in Europe) 

Millennials are online-savvy and connected. They 
are more likely to buy online and to share their shopping 
experiences via social media: 70% of Millennials 
recommend their favourite brands online, 47% share 
positive experiences and 39% negative ones3.  They are 
value-focused and build loyalty to trustworthy brands 
with similar values. At the same time, Millennials look for 
smart deals that reflect their values, making them a high-
potential generation for private label. This opportunity is 
realized by U.S. retailer Target, which recently launched 
two private-label lines targeting only Millennials, and by 
Swiss retailer Migros, whose M-Budget private-label line 
for younger and cost-conscious consumers was ranked 
among the top 20 brands in Switzerland in 2013.

Millennials are green consumers. Over 70% 
of Millennials consider themselves environmentally 
conscious4. They do not necessarily want to consume 
less, but they want brand owners and retailers to help 
them to consume smarter5: less packaging, less waste, 
more recycling. Millennials are more prone for eco-friendly 
product purchasing than other generations - Millennials 
represent over 50% of those consumers willing to pay for 
sustainable products and of those checking the packaging 
for sustainable labeling6  - a buying behavior and premium 
pricing opportunity that brand owners and retailers cannot 
afford to ignore4.  

Millennials prefer brands that convey their values 
also via packaging. For 85% of Millennials the packaging 
materials are part of the product and brand experience7, 
for 80% packaging is an important purchasing criteria8.  

Millennials, the next consumer group to win

Sustainable fiber-based packaging 
opportunities along the value chain

The fiber-based packaging business case  
for brand owners and retailers

2015 2025
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“Value-driven Millennials expect 
retailers and brand owners to 
help them consume smarter”



Millennials consider fiber-based packaging materials 
the most sustainable packaging material choice. To 
guide purchase decisions towards smart responsible 
consumption, Millennials are looking for help from retailers 
and brand owners; 80% of Millennials would prefer 
sustainable packaging to be clearly labeled as ecological7.

 

Do you consider the following packaging materials to be 
sustainable?7 

(% of Millennials responding yes)

Millennials value packaging sustainability beyond 
primary packaging. Sustainable packaging is important 
throughout the packaging value chain with increasing 
importance towards the final consumer touch point. For 
retailers and brand owners, this signals a clear need to 
focus on the use of appropriate smart packaging materials 
along the value chain—whether primary or secondary 
packaging. Leveraging fiber-based packaging solutions 
further supports building a consistent value image.

How important is it for you that the products you 
purchase are packed in sustainable materials?7 
(% of Millennials responding)

The value chain perspective is also noticed by brand 
owners and retailers. The increased penetration of private 
labels enables retailers to be more in control of the full value 
chain, including packaging. We expect more retailers to 
set ambitious packaging targets, similar to brand owners. 
For example, Unilever has set an ambitious 2020 goal to 
halve the waste associated with their products by finding 
ways to reduce, reuse and recycle the packaging.

Sustainable fiber-
based packaging  
opportunities along 
the value chain
 
There are untapped opportunities to turn Millennials’ 
preferred fiber-based packaging solutions into business 
for brand owners and retailers along the value chain, from 
inbound logistics and warehousing to store operations 
and final consumer touch point—each with distinctive 
levers to address. While meeting Millennials’ preferences 
for sustainable and responsible packaging, the fiber-
based opportunities along the packaging value chain help 
improve retailer margins and generate additional net sales. 

Do you consider the 
packaging materials to  
be part of the product  
and brand experience?7 
(% of respondents that agree)

How important is 
packaging for your 
purchasing decision of 
retail grocery products?7 
(% of respondents that agree)
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Inbound logistics – sustainable  
packaging begins here

Inbound logistics has traditionally been an area targeted by 
efficiency improvements. Starting with the brand owner’s 
facilities, improved packaging automation helps 
streamline the end-of-line packaging process, specifically 
when combined with corrugated packaging materials. A 
tailored, customer-designed layout for the packaging line 
ensures maximum throughput, streamlining the number of 
stock-keeping units (SKUs) per package and the packaging 
material needs. Converging the transport and shelf-ready 
packaging into one cost-efficient solution is an opportunity 
enabled by joint planning with packaging manufacturers.

Right-weighting of packaging focuses on total 
performance beyond packaging weight. Typically 70% of 
the inbound logistics costs up to the retail store are weight 
and space utilization dependent9. Any reduction in transport 
packaging weight and volume impacts variable warehousing 
and transportation costs. With right-weighting of packaging,  
the optimal packaging weight is determined, while reducing 
damage and losses to goods during transportation and 
warehousing. To achieve this, both integrated packaging 
design expertise in lightweight materials and corresponding 
comprehensive supply capabilities are essential.

Packaging size and features also drive warehouse and 
transportation capacity optimization. Every reduced 
cubic meter translates into cost savings. Smart, stackable 
corrugated packaging solutions reduce the transport 
space and optimize the truckload degrees, improving 
fleet utilization. The warehousing space required and 
related handling costs (e.g. picking) are also subsequently 
optimized. This impacts not only the bottom line but 
also the environmental footprint. In a comparison of two 
solutions for bread packaging and distribution, we found 
that reusable plastic crate systems’ carbon emissions are 
40% higher than those of recyclable, fiber-based solutions, 
due to the emissions occurring in transport for washing and 
re-use10. In addition, one-way fiber-based packaging offers 
improved food safety for retailers and brand owners.

Optimal transport packaging solutions are increasingly 
developed in collaboration with packaging providers, 
ensuring customized designs that meet retailers’ and 
brand owners’ requirements for operational efficiencies.

Retail store operations – the  opportunity 
to lift profit margins 
Retailer profits are under pressure and efficient store 
operations are a key source to strengthen the margins and 
improve sales opportunities at the point of sale. 

Driven by the cost-focused discount retailers, shelf-
ready solutions are increasingly leveraged by retailers for 
rationalized in-store handling and cost efficiencies. 
Shelf-ready packaging can decrease the replenishment 
and handling cost by up to 50%, with optimal pallet 
presentations reaching up to 70% cost reductions 
compared to traditional shelf presentation9. 

Inbound
logistics

costs
70% 30%

FixedVariable

Weight and space 
utilization dependent

Impact of shelf-ready solutions on in-store handling costs

Studies show that a 1% improvement in product 
on-shelf availability leads to a 0.3% revenue uplift for a 
given category—an opportunity enabled by shelf-ready 
solutions11. In addition, smart structural packaging 
designs yield higher shelf-space utilization and thus 
increase shelf availability. Packaging innovation in the 
highly traditional egg category achieved up to 40% space 
optimization, enabling retailers to increase the SKUs per 
shelf, driving additional sales12. 

Renewable fiber-based packaging materials enable 
efficient recycling. They allow for efficient waste 
storage and transportation due to compression abilities, 
as well as traceability of the environmental footprint. All 
fiber-based packaging can be safely and successfully 
recycled together without any quality or sorting problems 
– a significant advantage compared to other packaging 
material types. Retailers can benefit from packaging 
companies’ knowledge of efficient packaging recyclability 
and end-to-end traceability.

The moment of truth with consumers
The moment of truth vis-à-vis Millennials conviction takes 
place at the store shelf. Marketers at brand owners and 
retailers should leverage the opportunities fiber-based 
packaging offers for direct connection between the brand 
and the consumer. 

Effective point-of-sale (POS) campaign 
executions generate incremental sales opportunities 
for retailers. For example, up to 4 times sales lift can 
be achieved in stores with displays present vs. stores 
without displays, when combined with a TV campaign9. 
A study at the UK retailers Tesco, Asda and Co-op 
revealed that pallet POS displays had the highest impact 
on sales—almost twice as effective as the POS displays 
on average13. Fiber-based, branded shelf-ready solutions 
and POS displays further support the brand connection 

Separate 
presentation

Shelf-ready
packaging

Pallets

-70%-50%



sought by environmentally conscious Millennials.
Smart primary and secondary packaging solutions 

made of renewable and recyclable fiber-based material 
can lead to improved shopping experiences both in 
-store and online, building brand loyalty and further sales 
opportunities. In-store, branded, fiber-based solutions 
improve product visibility and strengthen the image of 
responsible consumption. For example, Marks & Spencer 
recently announced plans to replace plastic and wire clips 
with paper derived alternatives for toys to boost the eco-
image. Online retail has yet to innovate and improve the 
shopping experience brought through packaging. For 
example, innovative concepts such as the Rollor Express 
use fiber-based rolled packaging to remove creasing of 
garments allowing the consumer to start using the cloths 
right-away without ironing. A recent study indicated 
an additional annual sales lift of 1% for products with 
sustainability claims on their packaging6.

In addition, fiber-based packaging solutions open up 
new pricing opportunities for retailers. Close to half of 
Millennials are willing to pay a premium for environmental 
products including sustainable packaging4, 6. 

The fiber-based 
packaging business 
case for brand owners 
and retailers 
Retailers and brand owners are challenged to tailor their 
offerings to consumer preferences that are shifting towards 
sustainable, natural, and authentic. Driven by millennials, 
the pressure to “live the brand” will increase along the entire 
value chain, including packaging. In fact, a sustainable 
packaging value chain is an interesting business case for 
brand owners and retailers to improve net sales, EBIT-
margin and return on capital employed (ROCE).

Net sales opportunities

Winning Millennials and turning them into loyal customers 
is crucial for future revenue streams. Improved on-shelf 
product availability via shelf-ready solutions together with 
smart primary packaging and effective POS campaigning 
help provide improved in-store shopping experiences and 
thus drive net sales. However, the online-driven Millennials 
cannot be won with traditional in-store methods alone—there 
is a need, too, for a smooth online shopping experience, 
supported by smart online packaging. Pricing provides an 
additional uplift opportunity with the Millennials willing to 
invest in sustainable products with fiber-based packaging.

Efficient fiber-based packaging solutions executed 
across the packaging value chain are estimated to have a 
2-4% sales uplift potential on category level—a significant 
top-line growth opportunity for retailers. 

How fiber-based packaging solutions help generate sales 
(Net sales uplift potential on category level) 

EBIT-margin opportunities
Innovative fiber-based packaging solutions enable low 
weight, limited waste, and optimized space utilization, 
resulting in efficient use of transportation and warehousing 
capacity. The optimized logistics and handling cost benefits 
can be realized not just in the inbound logistics but also 
within retail stores as efficient in-store handling—in addition 
to the low carbon footprint across the packaging value chain.

How fiber-based packaging solutions help generate cash 
(EBIT-margin improvement potential in percentage points)

 

Ultimately, the benefits of fiber-based packaging across the 
packaging value chain have a potential EBIT- margin impact 
of 1.0-2.5 percentage points on the areas and categories 
addressed—a significant cash generation opportunity.

ROCE opportunities
Fiber-based packaging solutions also provide an opportunity 
for a ROCE improvement through greater efficiency in 
logistics and retail operations. A higher asset utilization 
reduces investment needs and strengthens the cash flow, 
with benefits such as increased warehouse capacity or 
higher on-shelf availability, without additional investments.

Success factors and 
challenges
 
Preparing to win the next generation of consumers is just 
one of the many challenges for retailers. They also need 
to set a strategy for navigating the other important trends 
shaping their business in the years to come, including the 
rise of discount retail, the success of private label, online 
grocery retail, and intelligence in packaging solutions. For 
in-depth discussions on how to use packaging to take 
advantage of these trends, see the previous Stora Enso 
Viewpoint on retail packaging.

www.storaensopack.com/press-media

Inbound 
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Retail store 
operations

Total margin
opportunity

0.2-0.7

0.8-1.8 1.0-2.5

Retail store 
operations

Moment of truth Total sales
opportunity

0.3-0.8%

1.7-3.2% 2.0-4.0%



Stora Enso designed a furniture box concept for one of the world’s largest furniture 
retailers to enable packaging automation and reduce transport costs and box size, 
while simplifying recycling for the consumer

Stora Enso is working with a leading global furniture 
retailer. The retailer is highly popular with Millennials 
worldwide seeking good-value home décor. The retailer 
was selling a popular kitchen drawer in a package 
wrapped in corrugated and plastics—a packaging 
solution that Stora Enso determined had much potential 
for improvement.

Stora Enso put together a team of experienced 
packaging designers with the goal of helping the retailer 
reduce both the cost and the environmental footprint. 
The new concept enabled end-of-packaging line 
automation and took a completely new approach to 
the packaging itself. Not only did the box size decrease 
by 38%, but the impact on logistics efficiency was 

tremendous. A single truck would be able to load 60% 
more products than previously, resulting in substantial 
reductions in transportation costs and fossil carbon 
dioxide emissions. At the same time consumers would 
benefit from more responsible packaging that could 
easily be recycled.

The development of the furniture box concept is an 
example of retailer packaging for Millennials at its best

•  Reduced costs throughout the value chain
•  Improved consumer packaging experience
•  Reduced environmental impact

Stora Enso furniture box 
concept saves both cost and 
the environment

Before

After

Package volume

-38%

Product per truck

60%



Executive summary
Millennials will constitute nearly half of the European workforce by 2025 and will be the 
key consumer group in the coming decade(s), which constitutes a major opportunity 
for retailers and brand owners. This Viewpoint explains why and how retailers and 
brand owners can win the Millennials segment by using fiber-based packaging, and 
quantifies the related financial benefits. 

Millennials value products and brands that are sustainable, authentic and natural. 
They look at brands from an all-encompassing viewpoint, of which packaging is an 
important component.

• 59% think packaging should be sustainable along the entire value chain 

• 88% believe fiber-based packaging materials are sustainable, far greater than for 
any other material 

Packaging materials are not only a matter of catering to consumer preferences. By 
working actively with innovative fiber-based packaging solutions along the entire value 
chain, brand owners and retailers can realize significant untapped value creation. 
There are three main areas, each with distinct packaging related levers to address: 

• Packaging related to inbound logistics  

• Packaging for retail store operations 

• Moment of truth with consumer—the difference packaging makes for the consumer 
at the final purchasing decision point 

In fact, a sustainable packaging value chain is an interesting business case for brand 
owners and retailers to improve net sales, EBIT margin and return on capital employed 
(ROCE). Our estimates show that efficient fiber-based packaging solutions executed 
across the value chain can have a 2-4% sales uplift potential on category level. In 
addition, there is a potential EBIT margin impact of 1.0-2.5 percentage points on the 
areas and categories addressed—a significant cash generation opportunity.

Brand owners and retailers can look forward to exciting opportunities with 
fiber-based packaging for Millennials. However, realizing them will require a focused 
strategy and commitment from the organization to work with the identified levers. We 
believe partnering with Stora Enso Packaging Solutions is a key step in managing 
this opportunity and succeeding in the future of fiber-based packaging. Stora Enso 
Packaging Solutions delivers value in several ways:

• Developing innovative packaging solutions to build brand value, support sales and 
optimize performance to reduce total cost 

• Supporting customers to achieve their sales, profitability and sustainability targets 
by enabling less weight, less waste, less unused space and less impact on the 
environment 

• Helping customers make their supply chains more sustainable by using renewable 
raw materials and taking care of their recycling needs
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