
Reusable Packaging Systems



The Sustainable Packaging Coalition (SPC) is a
membership-based collaborative that believes in the
power of industry to make packaging more
sustainable. We are the leading voice on sustainable
packaging and we are passionate about the creation of
packaging that is good for people + the environment.

GreenBlue is an environmental nonprofit dedicated to
the sustainable use of materials in society. We bring
together a diversity of stakeholders to encourage
innovation and best practices to promote the creation
of a more sustainable materials economy.

Other initiatives of GreenBlue include How2Recycle,
CleanGredients, and the Recycled Material Standard.







Reusable  
Packaging is…

Packaging that allows either the business or the consumer to put the 
same typeof purchased product  back into the original packaging, is 
designed to be returnable and/or refillable, is free of chemicals of concern, 
and accomplishes a minimum number of reusesby being part  of a system 
that enables reuse.



Type:
A category of products.
For example, liquid 
personal care products, 
which can be poured back 
into a durable bottle 
when it is empty. 

Minimum number of reuses:
While there is no single minimum 
number of reuses that is 
appropriate across all product 
categories, reusable packaging 
that is not reused in practice fails 
to meet the true intention of 
reuse. 

System that enables reuse:
This refers to supporting 
elements that encourage 
packaging to be successfully 
reused, refilled, and/or 
returned, such as refills, 
dispensers, collection 
programs, deposits, container 
tracking,  apps, etc. 

Free of chemicals of concern: 
The material used should not 
contain harmful chemical, 
physical, biological, or 
radiological substances that will 
pose a threat to human health or 
the environment. 

Designed to be: 
Reusability must be an 
intentional design choice 
on the part of the brand, 
rather than a consumer 
choosing to repurpose 
single-use packaging for 
other uses

Reusable packagingis packaging 
that  allows either the business or 
the consumer to put  the same type
of purchased product  back into 
the original packaging, is designed 
to be returnable and/or refillable, 
is free of chemicals of concern, and 
accomplishes a minimum number of 
reusesby being part  of a system 
that enables reuse. 



REUSABLE PACKAGING

Secondary and 
tertiary packagingPrimary packaging

Refillable Returnable

Returned to a 
drop-off point

Picked up from 
home

At home 
with refills 

On the go (e.g., 
with 

dispensers)



Refillable 
packaging 

Returnable 
packaging

Returnable & 
Refillable



Unpacking 
Industry 
Assumptions 
About Reuse

Lower 
environmental 

impact

Displaces single-use 
plastic and eliminates 

plastic pollution

Addresses 
excessive 

consumption

Can be a return to 
traditional systems 

like the milkman 
model 

Shouldn’t require 
significant 

behavior change

Motivated 
primarily by 

sustainability



What is 
the goal of 
reusable 
packaging?

Reduce the 
environmental 
footprint of the 

package-product  
system

Reduce the 
amount/volume of 
single-use plastic 

packaging 

Reduce 
consumption 

and/or disposable 
culture

Other goals may intersect with 
the primary goal

Goals may also not align

Primary goal



W here is reuse a good fit ?

- Items that  are used in foodservice (e.g. beverage cups, takeout  containers)

- Items that  are bought frequently (e.g. personal care, home care) 

- Items that get returned often (e.g. clothes, footwear)

- Where purchasing a specific quantity of product is important

- Where the current packaging fails to adequately protect the product

- Where there is already a “closed loop system” of return in place (e.g. rentals)

- Where there is a subscription model in place

- Packaging that  is often stored in the open or on display (e.g. soap dispensers)



Theoret ical reuse vs. reuse in pract ice

Strong Metrics of Success
(focused on return/refill rates )

“98% return rate” 

“80% of customers are repeat customers”

“15% of product line is being converted to 
reusable packaging” 

Poor Metrics of Success 
(focused on theoretical reuse)

“Designed to withstand 100 uses”

“Breaks-even after 5-7 cycles”

“3x more durable than single-use”

“Reusable tin that is yours to keep” 



What 
does 
success
look like?

Long-term 
consumer 

engagement

High return 
rates in pract ice

Lower 
environmental 

footprint



Learn more

Reusable Packaging Collaborative 
Lucy Pierce |  lucy.pierce@greenblue.org

Reuse Init iat ives
Olga Kachook |  olga.kachook@greenblue.org

Sustainable Packaging Coalit ion 
Karen Hagerman |  karen.hagerman@greenblue.org

Check out  the guidance here
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