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Executive Summary 
 
If a Circular Economy for packaging is to be achieved, all stakeholders need to engage in efforts to 

eliminate unnecessary packaging, reduce demand for packaging, and to support the re-use, recycling 

and composting of packaging. The principal stakeholders are producers, packaging design 

companies, retailers, waste processors, producer responsibility organisations (Repak in Ireland), the 

regulatory authorities, and also consumers. Consumers have a key role in that they influence 

packaging decision-making up the chain and also determine what material is available to waste 

processors downstream. 

 

The ReWrapped project undertook a survey of 500 consumers. The survey was informed by 

preceding desk research, a producer survey and interviews with stakeholders from manufacturers, 

retailers and the waste processing sector. Rather surprisingly, little published research is available on 

consumer decision making in the case of packaging, including from Ireland. Producers and retailers 

do, of course, engage in regular market research, but the results of this research are not widely or 

publicly available and it is unclear to what extent packaging features in this market research.  

 

The survey focused on all food packaging, but most specifically on plastic packaging. The objective 

was to learn more about consumer behaviour with respect to packaging. For example, is sustainable 

purchasing behaviour something that is general to the population or more specific to those who are 

more environmentally-minded? How do consumers respond to packaging and plastic packaging? Do 

they, for instance, avoid products with excessive packaging or prefer one type of packaging to 

another? What importance do consumers place on the recyclability of packaging, on whether or not 

the packaging is compostable, and on the use of either virgin plastic or recycled plastic in the 

packaging material?  To what extent do people choose to manage or sort their packaging waste and 

how do they sort it?  

 

The survey included a discrete choice experiment, a form of stated preference commonly used in 

environmental economic studies. The experiment asked people to choose between product 

packaging characteristics such as recyclability, compostability and the use of recycled content, but 

did so in a way which resembles normal in-shop decision-making and which relies on choices rather 

than ranking or rating exercises. People were presented with six alternative packaging choice tasks 

which, together, provided 3,000 choice responses. The survey also allowed us to identify the extent 

to which consumers are willing to trade-off these positive characteristics in return for lower prices. 
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The results indicate the relative value that people place on these different characteristics and their 

willingness to pay for sustainable packaging.  

 

Questionnaires on environmental behaviour can deliver report attitudes which appear to be more 

pro-environmental than occurs in reality. It is difficult to avoid this problem, but to minimise this, 

and the risk of self-selection bias often encountered in internet surveys, the current survey was 

distributed among random participants who are signed up to the Dynata sample base and who are 

accustomed to responding to surveys on a wide variety of topics. Furthermore, a discrete choice 

experiment approach reduces the risk of respondent bias when answering questions in that a 

strategic response is made difficult by the presentation of a range of packaging attributes. The 

choice experiment found that people are willing to pay a modest premium for sustainable packaging 

and that they have a preference for the attributes of recyclable packaging, a preference that is also 

higher than that for compostable packaging. The preference for packaging made of recycled plastic 

was also positive, but lower.  

 

The survey indicated that people are positively inclined to purchase products with recyclable 

packaging. It did, though, demonstrate that there is still much to do to promote change in consumer 

behaviour. For example, almost one quarter of respondents rarely or never sort their packaging 

waste, although in many cases this is because they lack access to recycling or compostable disposal 

facilities. A rather high proportion of respondents remain unsure as to whether to place rigid plastics 

in the recycling bin, while almost as many have been placing soft plastics in the recycling bin even 

prior to this becoming official national guidance. The survey also revealed a low level of 

understanding of sustainability labelling, and a very low familiarity with some labels such as the 

Tidyman, Mobius Loop and Green Dot labels.     
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Aim and Objectives of the Research 

A survey of the purchasing behaviour of 500 consumers was undertaken in August/September 2021, 

representing a sample of households stratified to match the general demographic characteristics of 

Ireland’s adult population.  The survey was intended to increase our knowledge of the relationship 

between consumers and packaging and the extent to which consumers take into account the 

sustainability of packaging in their decision making.  

 

The ReWrapped team were interested to learn of people’s awareness of factors such as the role of 

plastic choices, recycling, composting and re-use, and specifically the importance which people place 

on the sustainability characteristics of recyclability, compostability and the use of recycled content in 

food packaging, including the extent to which people are willing-to-pay more for these 

characteristics. It should be noted that, at present, most packaging which is labelled as being 

compostable can only be composted in an industrial facility after being placed in the brown bin. 

There are presently no EU standards for composting. In addition, many properties, including 

apartment complexes and rural households, do not have a brown bin. 

 

We were also interested in the waste sorting behaviour of households and people’s awareness of 

how packaging should be disposed of. A key factor here is the role of sustainability labels and so the 

survey included an experiment to determine how familiar people are with the different labels and 

their understanding of these and the extent to which labels influence consumers’ behaviour.   

 
 

2. Methodology 
Preceding research and discussions with stakeholders undertaken for the rewrapped project 

informed the development of several questions for the work package on Consumer Behaviour. An 

online survey was used to research the knowledge gaps on consumers’ behaviour in relation to 

packaging choices and their influence on the packaging life-cycle.  

 

2.1 Online survey 
 
A questionnaire was designed using the information gathered from interviews with stakeholders in 

the food sector (production and retailing) and from two of the country’s waste processors. The 
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questionnaire was modified following its review by the project Steering Group and pre-tested using 

an initial sample of 50 respondents. It consisted of six sections: 

1. The first section asked the respondents socio-demographic questions and questions about 

their general behaviour relevant to sustainability;  

2. The second section included a question about purchasing habits. 

3. In the third section, the respondent was presented with a discrete choice experiment 

4. The fourth section included questions of waste and recycling behaviour 

5. The fifth section was an experiment on the respondents’ understanding of packaging labels 

6. The sixth and last section asked the respondent about their perception of reusable plastics 

and bioplastics. 

The online questionnaire was programmed using the Qualtrics platform, and is included here in the 

appendix. It was distributed through the online survey company Dynata in two rounds beginning 

with the pilot of 50 people, followed by distribution to 450 people. Dynata maintain a database of 

prospective respondents from whom a sample can be selected to match the desired demographic 

composition for the survey (in this case, the adult population). Two quotas were set to ensure that 

the respondents were representative, one based on the age of the respondents and the other on the 

gender. The quotas were set according to the characteristics of the Irish population (CSO Census 

2016). 

 

2.1.1 Discrete choice experiment 

A discrete choice experiment was used to research what effect packaging properties have on the 

food purchasing behaviour of consumers. The purpose was also to see if different products would 

affect consumers’ purchasing decisions. Two products were chosen, namely beef burgers and 

yoghurt. Beef burgers are a meal staple for many people and are commonly sold in plastic packaging, 

sometimes with a cardboard sleeve. The plastic is often a composite material and is regarded as 

food contact material from the point of view of packaging which can limit its recyclability. Yoghurts 

are also a common dessert item, typically sold in plastic cartons, but often with removable 

cardboard wrapping. In Ireland, up to 8% of the population is thought to be vegetarian,1 and to 

inform the analysis of the burger packaging choice, a question was added on whether or not the 

respondents ate meat. If the respondent said “no” to eating meat, the product was presented in the 

choice experiment as a vegetarian meat substitute (veggie burgers) rather than as beef burgers. 

 

 
1 https://www.bordbia.ie/industry/news/press-releases/dietary-lifestyles/ 
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A choice experiment breaks down the description of a good in terms of its key characteristics (or 

attributes) and the levels at which these are realised. The attributes can be continuous variables 

such as weight, or categorical variables such as quality. Three key influential attributes were 

identified from previous work in the ReWrapped project, i.e. the material used for the packaging, 

options for disposal of the packaging and the price of the product. In each questionnaire, recipients 

are presented with choice sets which comprise of a pair or more of products (two or more 

alternatives) made up of these three characteristics with their respective levels being different for 

each set and determined in advance through the use of an underlying factorial design. The recipient 

compares each pair, internally trading off the utility they associate with each attribute level, to arrive 

at a preference (or choice) of one of the two alternatives. The aggregate choices of all respondents 

can be used to provide the average probability (or odds) of choice of each attribute level (the 

coefficient). It is also possible to determine the influence of respondent characteristics (e.g. age, 

etc.) on this probability.   

 

Two ‘levels’ for the ‘packaging material’ were presented to recipients of the questionnaire, namely 

whether the product is made of virgin plastic or recycled plastic.  

 

The second attribute was the options for ‘disposal of packaging’ for which three levels were 

presented, namely that the consumer discards the packaging to general waste, that the packaging is 

compostable and so can be disposed of in a brown bin, or that the packaging is recyclable and can be 

disposed of in the consumer’s green bin. Although most cardboard can be composted in a home 

garden composter, plastic cannot.    

 

The third attribute was the ‘price’ of the product which was presented as a continuous variable, i.e. 

the usual price paid by the consumer, 5% more than the usual price, 10% more than the usual price 

and 20% more than the usual price. Price has the virtue of helping to force the recipient to make a 

trade-off between other attributes, including those which might be perceived as positive 

characteristics. In this survey, price was presented as percentages rather than euros so that price 

would be comparable between the two product options. All the attributes and levels can be seen in 

table 2.1. 
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Table 2.1 Levels and attributes of the discrete choice experiment 

Attributes Levels 

Packaging material Recycled plastic/Virgin plastic 

Packaging disposal General waste/Compostable/Recyclable 

Price 
Usual price/5% more than the usual price/10% more than the usual 

price/20% more than the usual price 

 

This particular design is fairly straightforward, but was selected to be easy for survey respondents to 

complete and to provide for more significant and reliable responses. Nevertheless, despite the 

simple design based on three attributes and 2-4 levels, a full factorial design of all possible attribute 

level combinations would still amount to (2 ∗ 4 ∗ 3) = 576 different choice options. However, the 

number of options can be reduced if there is some prior knowledge of variability of the responses. It 

is a measure of the lack of information generally available on consumer behaviour, that the project 

team could not predict the influence of any one attribute level in advance beyond some notions of 

the direction of preference. To provide this information, the discrete choice experiment was 

therefore first run in a pilot with 50 people online. For this sample, the choice questions were 

reduced to 24 questions by using an orthogonal design in Ngene choice experiment design software. 

In order to minimise the questions each respondent had to answer, the 24 choice questions were 

divided into eight blocks. Each respondent was presented with six choice questions, as presented in 

Figure 2.1. 

 

Figure 2.1 Example of a choice question 
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For simplicity, the respondents in the pilot were only shown the yoghurt product. The choice 

questions were randomly ordered for each respondent to prevent a bias arising due to an ordering 

effect. The results were then analysed in NLogit using discrete choice models in accordance with 

random utility theory (McFadden, 1974). In the random utility theory, the utility of a choice can be 

expressed as what individual n derives from alternative j at choice occasion t with the following:  

𝑈 = 𝑉 + 𝜀  

 

In this, Vnjt is the systematic component of the utility function, and εnjt is a random component that 

accounts for the effects on preferences of unobserved attributes of the alternative or characteristics 

of the individual (https://mpra.ub.uni-muenchen.de/53026/1/MPRA_paper_53026.pdf). The 

function set up the experiment is: 

 

𝑈 = 𝐴𝑆𝐶 + 𝛼𝑃𝑅𝐼𝐶𝐸 + 𝛽 , 𝑅𝐸𝐶 + 𝛽 , 𝐶𝑂𝑀 + 𝛽 , 𝑅𝐸𝐶𝐿 + 𝜀  

 
 

Here, ASC is an alternate-specific constant for the no buy option. PRICEnjt is the price level of the 

product as a percentage of the usual price. RECnjt is effects coded data representing the packaging 

material and has a value of 1 if the choice is made of recycled material, and -1 if the choice is made 

of virgin material. RECLnjt is also effects coded, COMnjt having the value 1 if the choice is 

compostable, -1 if the product is recyclable, and 0 for the no buy option. RECEnt is similar to COMnjt, 

but it has the value 1 is the choice is recyclable, -1 if the product is compostable, and 0 if neither 

apply. . 

 

The results from the pilot were analysed in NLogit to get initial coefficients. These coefficients were 

then entered into Ngene to provide a discrete choice model optimal design. The optimal design 

included 24 choice questions which were divided into six blocks of 4 questions. The main survey 

respondents were presented with both the beef burger and yoghurt product (with those stating that 

they did not eat meat being presented instead with the meat substitute option). The balance of 450 

respondents were each presented with 8 DCE choice sets, where the option order and question 

order were randomised. 

 

All of the DCE results were analysed with the discrete choice model in NLogit. The results could be 

grouped into ‘all results’ which included the DCE for all three products together, Yogurt results which 

included DCE results of the yoghurt product, Meat results, which included DCE results of the meat 

burger product, and Vegetarian results, which included DCE results of the meat substitute product. 
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2.1.2 Label Experiment 

The questionnaire contained a set of questions to determine how familiar consumers are with 

different sustainability labels and whether they fully understand what these mean. In the label 

experiment, respondents were presented with a label commonly used on packaging and asked to 

state which bin needs to be used to dispose of the packaging waste, and if the labelling informed 

their sorting of waste or not. Examples of labels are shown below.  

 

 

An example of the question can be seen in Figure 2.2. 

 

 

 

Figure 2.2 Example of question from the label experiment 

 

Eleven labels were chosen for this experiment. In order to reduce the number of questions per 

respondent, the respondent was shown four random examples of the 11 labels commonly used.  
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3. Results 
 

The consumer survey had a pre-confirmed total of 500 respondents and aligned with the 

demographic composition of the Irish population according to age and gender. The demographic and 

socio-economic characteristics of the survey sample can be seen in Table 3.1. 

 

Table 3.1: Demographic and socio-economic characteristics of respondents of the sample 

Variable SUBCATEGORY 
Respondents 

Percentage 
State proportion of 

comparison * 

Gender Male 51% 49% 

 Female 49% 51% 

Age 18-24 9.6% 11.4% 

 25-34 18.8% 19.1% 

 35-44 21.4% 21.6% 

 45-54 17.8% 18.1% 

 55-64 14.4% 14.7% 

 65 or older 18.2% 18.5% 

Occupancy Single 23.0% 8.5% 

 
Shared 
Accommodation 

5.8% 8.6% 

 Couple 25.8% 15.3% 

 Family 44.2% 67.6% 

Housing House 85% 90.7% 

 Apartment 14.6% 9.0% 

 Other 0.4% 1.7% 

Education level Junior Certificate 6.6% 14.5% 

 Leaving Certificate 21.0% 18.5% 

 Higher Certificate 19.6% 19.6% 

 
Bachelor Degree or 
Higher 

50.5% 28.5% 

 Other 2.2% 19.9% 

Eat meat Yes 92.2% Circa 92% 

 No 7.8% Circa 8% 
* exact categories may not match 
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3.1 Environmental score 
 
The first question asked respondents about their environmental engagement. The results are shown 

in Table 3.2. The average score for the respondents was 3.61 out of a possible total of 10, indicating 

that overall people were not that engaged in environmental activities. This is a useful outcome in 

that postal surveys, and internet surveys in particular, are vulnerable to yeah-saying in which 

respondents may wish to please the interviewer or the sponsor for the survey. Self-selection bias is 

another risk in which predominantly environmentally-minded people are motivated to respond.  This 

can give an impression that people behave more sustainably than they really do.  Use of the sample 

database provided by Dynata minimised this risk. 

 

Table 3.2: Results from Q1: How often do you do the following activities?  
(Never = 0, sometimes = 1, often = 2). 

 

Activities 0: Never 1: Sometimes 2: Often 

Watch environmental programmes on TV 7.4% 73.4% 19.2% 

Regularly read environmental articles in 
newspapers or magazines 

20.8% 60.6% 18.6% 

Donate to environmental organisations 49.8% 41.8% 8.4% 

Belong to an environmental organisation 77.2% 16.0% 6.8% 

Contribute time or work for local Tidy Towns or 
residents group clean-ups 

49.4% 38.8% 11.8% 

 
 

Table 3,2 indicates that the most frequent “environmental activity” is watching environmental 

programmes on TV, which is also the only activity the average person did more than sometimes. The 

activity done least often is “belong to an environmental organisation”, although the scores of all four 

of the other activities had an average value below 1 (sometimes). 
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Figure 3.1 The average score for how often respondents participated in an environmental 

activity.  

 

3.2 Purchasing behaviour 
 

In Question 2, respondents were asked about the sustainability of their purchasing behaviour. These 

results show that people in Ireland report having reasonably positive behaviour overall when it 

comes to sustainable choices, with all activities being done sometimes on average, see Table 3.3. 

Consumers show most inclination to sustainability when it comes to reusing plastic bags for grocery 

shopping or bringing their own reusable bag. 

 
Table 3.3 Purchasing behaviour of respondents (%).  

(Never = 1, rarely = 2, sometimes = 3, usually = 4 and always = 5). 
 

Activities 1: 
Never 

2:  
Rarely 

3: 
Sometimes 

4: 
Usually 

5:  
Always 

Buy loose fruit or vegetables rather than 
packaged items 

2.0% 9.2% 42.8% 32.0% 14.0% 

Reuse packaging for other purposes 2.2% 6.2% 37.8% 32.6% 21.2% 

Reuse plastic bags for grocery shopping or 
bring your own reusable bag 

0.2% 3% 10% 18.6% 68.2% 

Avoid buying products which have a lot of 
packaging to dispose of 

2.4% 12.8% 42.2% 29.4% 13.2% 

Avoid buying products in packaging that 
may be difficult to recycle 

5.6% 17% 38.6% 26.4% 12.4% 

 

0.00 1.00 2.00

Watch environmental programmes on TV

Regularly read environmental articles in
newspapers or magazines

Donate to environmental organisations

Belong to an environmental organisation

Contribute time or work for local Tidy
Towns or residents group clean-ups
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As seen in Figure 3.2, the reuse of plastic bags for shopping, or the use of purposefully reusable bags, 

is a common behaviour of the Irish population with an average of 4.52 and a median of 5, meaning 

that people report doing this usually or always. This behaviour is, of course, incentivised by the 

plastic bag levy which was introduced in Ireland earlier than other European countries in 2002. 

People also report re-using plastic packaging for other purposes, most usually for food storage or 

other storage (between sometimes and always at an average of 3.6). Although on other occasions, it 

is not clear if people decide against doing this or simply that they run out of opportunities to do so. 

When looking at the other sustainable purchasing behaviours, three of them are quite similar in 

score; i.e. “buy loose fruit or vegetables rather than packaged items”, “avoid buying products that 

have a lot of packaging to dispose of”, and “avoid buying products in packaging that may be difficult 

to recycle”. All these responses have an average score between 3.0-4.0, meaning the consumers 

would do these activities sometimes or usually. 

 
 

Figure 3.2 Purchasing behaviour of respondents: average and median of frequency score  
(never = 1, rarely = 2, sometimes = 3, usually = 4, always = 5). 

 
Question 3 investigated consumers’ stated attitude towards packaging with results shown in Table 

3.4 below.  

1.00

2.00

3.00

4.00

5.00

Buy loose fruit or
vegetables
rather then

packaged items

Reuse packaging
for other
purposes

Reuse plastic
bags for grocery

shopping or
bring your own

reusable bag

Avoid buying
products which

have a lot of
packaging to

dispose of

Avoid buying
products in

packaging that
may be difficult

to recycle

Average Median
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Table 3.4: The importance of different packaging properties (%).                   
(Not at all important = 1, slightly important = 2, moderately important = 3, very important = 4, and 

extremely important = 5). 
 

Properties 
1:Not at all 
important 

2:Slightly 
important 

3:Moderately 
important 

4:Very 
important 

5:Extremely 
important 

The packaging is reusable 8.8% 18.4% 38.8% 23.2% 10.8% 

The packaging is recyclable 6.6% 13.0% 27.0% 34.0% 19.4% 

The packaging is compostable 9.6% 13.8% 32.8% 30.6% 13.2% 

The product is convenient to store 5.2% 9.8% 32.4% 39.0% 13.6% 

The packaging looks appealing 26.2% 19.2% 31.6% 17.0% 6.0% 

The type of packaging suggests 
the product will last longer 11.4% 14.8% 40.2% 24.2% 9.4% 

The packaging is cardboard rather 
than plastic 

6% 13.4% 28.2% 34.2% 18.2% 

 

The results showed that people rate highly packaging which is made of cardboard rather than 

plastic, and also packaging that is recyclable. They also rate highly packaging which is convenient to 

store. These properties were all important to the consumer with an average score of around 3.5, 

meaning they were deemed to be between moderately important and very important. However, all 

the other aspects scored similar, between 2.5-3.5 on average and a median between 3 and 4. The 

lowest score reported is that the packaging looks appealing, with an average score of 2.57. This, 

though, is a result for which it could be contended that actual behaviour in the shop would be 

different. It is still interesting that this property was regarded as being moderately important, but 

that it was considered to be less important that the utility of the product storing longer. 
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Figure 3.3: The importance of different packaging properties in average and median. 

 
The above responses can be compared with those that consumers gave to the discrete choice 

experiment discussed below.  

 
 
3.3 Discrete choice experiment 

A choice experiment is a form of stated preference valuation. It has the merit of appearing less 

direct to the respondent in its intentions that the preceding question, and by effectively asking 

respondents to compare and weigh up alternative product attributes rather than to express a 

preference outright. This approach more closely resembles how a person might actually choose 

between products while in the shop than a ranking or rating exercise. 

 

The results of the experiment were significant, confirming the value of a simple, but realistic 

question design. All coefficients were significant at 1%, see Table 3.5. The results show that the 

attributes Pack 1 (packaging material - recycled), Dis 1 (packaging disposal – compostable) and Dis 2 

(packaging disposal – recyclable), are all positive, implying that these attribute levels provide 

positive utility for the consumer. ALT 3 is the constant, or product option, meaning that buying a 

product compared to not buying the product had a positive effect in the experiment. Price is the 

only negative coefficient as might be expected, indicating that the consumer would prefer to choose 

the less expensive option. 

 

1 2 3 4 5

The packaging is reusable

The packaging is recyclable

The packaging is compostable

The product is convenient to store

The packaging looks appealing

The type of packaging suggests the product
will last longer

The packaging is cardboard rather than
plastic

Median Average
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Table 3.5 Discrete choice experiment results from (NLogit). 

Coefficient Mean Error Prob. Z |z|>Z* 
95% 
Interval 
negative 

95% 
Interval 
positive 

ALT 3 Constant  4.819*** 0.214 22.530 0.000 4.400 5.238 

Pack1 Recycled 
Packaging 

0.145*** 0.022 6.680 0.000 0.102 0.187 

Dis 1 Compostable 0.301*** 0.032 9.410 0.000 0.238 0.364 

Dis 2 Recyclable 0.362*** 0.032 11.170 0.000 0.299 0.426 

Price – All levels -0.083*** 0.004 -21.170 0.000 -0.090 -0.075 

Model Statistics 

Log likelihood function  -3527 

N 3592 

AIC/N 1.966 

 
 

Looking closer at the coefficients of interest, the recyclability of packaging had the highest 

coefficient of the physical attributes, indicating that this is the attribute which has most influence on 

product choice.  Compostability also had a high coefficient, but less so than for recyclability, perhaps 

because respondents consider this option to be slightly less important for sustainability, but also 

possibly because they are less familiar with this option or lack a brown bin disposal facility.  Recycled 

plastic is preferred over virgin plastic, and both compostable or recyclable packaging is preferred 

over packaging that can only go to general waste.  

 

The use of recycled plastics in the packaging had a positive, but less substantial coefficient. This 

again indicates a preference for recycled content over the use of virgin plastic, but could also reflect 

lower awareness due to the lesser attention that recycled content has had in information campaigns 

and the media to date compared with recyclability on disposal.  Respondents were willing to pay 

more than twice as much for sustainable disposal than sustainable packaging material.2 

 

The inclusion of the price variable allows a willingness-to-pay figure (WTP) to be calculated. Figure 

3.4 provides for an overview. The sustainable alternatives all had a positive WTP.  If price is treated 
 

2 Recycled packaging would be recyclable too, but we believe that respondents were answering the question 
at face value without making this additional assumption. 
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as a categorical variable using the individual percentage levels, than there is a predictable declining 

trend in values for the sustainable attributes where associated with higher prices, but most 

especially for the level of a 20% higher price among all population subsets. This represents a 

threshold above which most people are not inclined to choose a more sustainable combination of 

attributes. 

 

 
 

Figure 3.4 Willingness to pay of consumers for different properties of packaging. 

 
 

In addition to the main analysis, the alternative product options were examined to see if there were 

any significant differences in consumer behaviour. A difference was observed for attitudes towards 

packaging for the yoghurt choices in that coefficient values were higher for the use of recycled 

plastic (0.170), compostability (0.310) and recyclability (0.398) compared with the equivalent levels 

for the meat/vegetarian burger choices (0.120, 0.294, 0.325), especially in the case of the preference 

for recycled plastic over virgin plastic and the preference for recyclability over compostability. It is 

not quite clear why this should be. It is possible that meat packaging that might be regarded as being 

more suitable for the waste bin, but of more relevance in these experiments is the relative 

difference in the coefficients for the same attributes, and in this respect, the use of recycled plastic 

in the material composition for meat packaging has a lower coefficient than that for yoghurts 

perhaps because respondents were anxious that recycled plastic could be a greater source of 

contamination for meat products than for yoghurts. There was also no evidence of a relationship 

with any of the socio-demographic variables. All values were significant at 5%.  
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Of population subsets, 7.8% of respondents declared themselves to be vegetarian , a figure that is 

almost identical to the 8% estimated by Bord Bia3. The coefficient values for vegetarians revealed 

the same pattern as for meat eaters, although for all attributes the sustainable levels had higher 

coefficients, i.e. recycled packaging (0.215), compostability (0.360) and recyclability (0.518) had 

higher coefficients when compared with the same levels for meat eaters (0.111, 0.290, 0.309). All 

coefficients were again significant at 5%. These higher values could relate to more sustainable 

choices by vegetarians given that one motivation for vegetarianism would be a preference for food 

that is more environmentally sustainable. However, it could also reflect non-represented factors 

such as the income of vegetarians which, in the absence of a direct question, could be assumed to 

be higher.   

Of socio-demographic variables, Age demonstrated no significant difference, but for a possibly 

higher WTP for sustainable attributes among the oldest subsets. Education too reveals no significant 

difference, but perhaps for a higher value being placed on recyclable plastic by subsets having a 

progressively higher education level with graduates recording 0.401 and those attaining junior 

certificate levels of less being 0.185.  Families recorded a higher value on recyclability, but this was 

not explained by housing context as house occupiers valued compostability and recyclability only 

slightly higher than apartment dwellers, but at relative values for each level that were similar to the 

entire sample. 

 
 
 
3.4 Waste sorting Habits 
 
The results from the questions on waste sorting habits are shown in Table 3.6. The results showed 

that 13.4% of consumers say they don’t have the facilities either for industrially compostable waste 

or for home composting. The figure is very similar to the proportion of apartment dwellers, although 

in fact only 27.4% of apartment dwellers replied that they had no facilities for composting. This 

figure is, though higher than that for those living in a house at 11.2%4 In addition, 3.2% of consumers 

had no facilities for recycling waste, and 2.2% said they do not have a recycling bin. 

 

 
3 https://www.bordbia.ie/industry/news/press-releases/dietary-lifestyles/ 
4 Another recent study by Mohr, Timmons and Lunn (2022) reports that 40% of respondents do not have a 
compostable bin for food waste. 
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Table 3.6: Consumers waste sorting habits (%). 

ACTIVITIES 
HAVE NO 
FACILITIES TO DO 
SO 

1: NEVER 2: RARELY 3: USUALLY 4: ALWAYS 

SORT RECYCLABLE PACKAGING WASTE 
FROM OTHER WASTE 

3.2% 2.2% 10.8% 28.2% 55.6% 

PUT COMPOSTABLE PACKAGING WASTE 
IN THE RESPECTIVE COMPOSTABLE OR 
BROWN BIN 

13.4% 4.2% 13.4% 27.6% 41.4% 

PUT FRUIT/VEG WASTE ASIDE FOR 
HOME COMPOSTING 

13.4% 16.0% 15.4% 22.2% 33.0% 

WASH RECYCLABLE PACKAGING BEFORE 
YOU PUT IN IN THE RECYCLING (GREEN) 
BIN 

2.2% 6.8% 14.2% 34.0% 42.8% 

 
 

When looking at how frequently the consumers did certain activities, sorting recyclable packaging 

waste from other waste scored the highest with an average of 3.4 and a median of 4, indicating that 

the average consumer does this usually or always. The other three activities also scored high, with 

scores between 2.8 and 3.2, meaning that most waste sorting behaviours are done regularly (see 

Figure 3.5).  Most respondents, 83.8%, therefore usually or always separate recyclable waste, and 

most, i.e. 76.8%, claim to usually or always wash recyclable packaging before placing it in the bin. 

Most 69.2% also put their compostable packaging waste into the brown bin or a respective 

container, while more than half of respondents, i.e. 56.2%, put their fruit or vegetable waste aside 

for home composting.5 

 

 
5 Another recent study by the Economic and Social Research Institute (Mohr, Timmons & Lunn, 2022) reports 
that over 90% of consumers know to remove food waste from packaging before placing it in the recycling bin, 
but that there is much confusion over what specific products to place into the recycling bin with, for example, 
over 70% of people thinking it is alright to put coffee cups in the recycle bin. 
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Figure 3.5:Consumers waste sorting habits (%): average and median.  

Never = 1, rarely = 2, usually = 3, always = 4. 
 

To investigate less sustainable behaviour, respondents were also asked if they use a single bin for all 

waste (see Figure 3.6). The majority of 61.8% said that they never used a single-purpose bin for all 

their waste. However, a significant percentage of consumers, 22.8%, did report usually or always 

using a single general waste bin for their waste..  As the figure for paper and cardboard recycling is 

higher at 85%, this suggests that some consumers preferentially recycle some packaging (perhaps 

that which is clean and dry), but not other types. A small proportion, 7.8% admit to only using a 

single general purpose bin.   

 
Figure 3.6: How often consumers use a single general waste bin (%). 

 

The last question on waste sorting behaviour asked consumers what material they put in the 

recycling or green bin (see Figure 3.7). For this question, there was high variance in how many 
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people put a particular material in the recycling bin, and percentages varied between 34.2% to 

86.4%. The material that the least people put in the recycling bin was aluminium foil wrapping at 

34.2%. The two materials which most people put in the recyclable bin were cardboard and paper at 

86.4% and 85.6%, respectively. Just under 60% of respondents put rigid plastic in the recycling bin, 

but almost as many put their soft plastic in the bin too. It was only in early September 2021 that the 

EPA officially declared that soft plastic and aluminium foil could be placed in the recycling bin. As the 

survey was conducted in July 2021 before this announcement, it is likely that many people have 

been erroneously placing their soft plastic in the recycling bin for some time, although some waste 

collectors were previously accepting soft plastic as recyclable material. There has been a long history 

of awareness of the recyclability of paper and cardboard, but it is possible that the lower figures 

overall for steel cans, tetra pack, plastic and aluminium recycling could also reflect that such 

packaging is often deemed by some people to be too dirty to the placed in the recycling bin.  

 
Figure 3.7: Materials consumers put in the recycling bin as a percentage of total sample. 

 
3.5 Label experiment 
 
In the label experiment, respondents had been asked to identify the meaning of the label. 

On average, the consumers got 47% of the labels right, but the results showed considerable 

variation, for which see Figure 3.8. 

 

The Mobius Loop label simply indicates that a product can be recycled. This was 

the label that most respondents got wrong with only 13% identifying the label 

correctly.  
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Other labels which only a low percentage of consumers got right included the 

Tidyman symbol at 18%. This symbol simply asks the consumer to dispose of the 

packaging in a designated waste container or other environmentally-friendly 

manner.  

 

The Green Dot label was correctly identified by only 16% of people. It does not 

mean that the product can be recycled, but simply that the producer has paid a levy 

to a packaging recovery organisation such as Repak. It is proposed shortly that 

membership of such an organisation will be compulsory, meaning that all 

companies using packaging will, in principle, be able to use this label. 

 

The OPRL label is the one which most respondents got correct at 86%. Correctly 

identifying cases where the label indicated that the packaging is recyclable. 

 

The Mywaste.ie label is similar to the OPRL one, although it could be asked whether 

this adds to the confusion, particularly when the labels are compared. On average, 

79% of respondents identified this label correctly.6  

 

Figure 3.8 shows how other common label fared in terms of people’s awareness. Most revealed a 

high level of ambiguity. 

 
6 Although the label was well understood by respondents in the survey, another recent study by Mohr, 
Timmons and Lunn (2022) finds that less than one third of people are familiar with the online information 
service available at www.mywaste.ie  
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Figure 3.8: Percentage  of consumers who knew which was the right bin according to the 

packaging label. 

 

3.6 Attitude towards future implementations 

The final result from the survey was the attitude of respondents towards future measures that could 

affect consumers.  

 

The first question asked about measures to implement reusable packaging, see Figure 3.9. 

Respondents were offered a choice of three measures, namely a levy on unsustainable packaging, a 

deposit-return system and the provision of an extra bin for reusable (as opposed to recyclable) 

packaging. Overall, the proportion of respondents who agree with each of these measures was quite 

low, with the highest proportion showing agreement for returning packaging to the supermarket to 

get a deposit refund at 55%, followed by the provision of an extra bin for reusable packaging at 43%, 

and lastly by the payment of a levy for the packaging at 18%.  
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Figure 3.9 Percentage of consumers agreeing with the implementation of activities to enable 

reusable packaging. 

 

The final question investigated Irish consumers’ attitude toward bioplastics, see Figure 3.10. 

Bioplastics were considered by respondents to be an important potential solution to the 

sustainability problem. With a mean response value of 3.3 and a median of 3, the average consumer 

indicated that this was moderately important. A positive attitude was therefore expressed towards 

bioplastics, with 43.4% of consumers saying it is very important or extremely important to them. 

However, respondents were not given any information on the extent of sustainability associated 

with bioplastics or potential issues which could limit their compostability in domestic or industrial 

systems. The use of bioplastics has been discouraged by EU directives. 

 
 

Figure 3.10 Importance of bioplastics to consumer (%). 
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4. Discussion 
4.1 Barriers 

The survey indicates that consumers can themselves be a cause of barriers to a Circular Economy for 

packaging. People have busy lives and family commitments, and the opportunity they have to inform 

themselves of the merits of different packaging must be juggled with other practical considerations 

such as time, price, family dietary preferences and health. Habitual behaviour or heuristics is a 

further barrier to changing behaviour and to information provided by either food producers or 

government guidance. Consumers affect the packaging life-cycle through their purchasing and waste 

sorting behaviour. The former affects stakeholders upwards in the packaging chain as both 

supermarkets and producers wish to appeal to consumers and will take sustainability seriously if 

they perceive that this is important to consumers or that a market for more environmentally-

conscious consumers exists. This would cause a ripple effect whereby producers and packaging 

companies design their product with sustainability characteristics to appeal to consumers and 

supermarkets. Meanwhile, the waste sorting behaviour of consumers affects stakeholders 

downwards in the life-cycle. The thoroughness of the sorting of waste by consumers determines 

how high of a percentage of recyclable materials waste processors receive, and thereby how large of 

a quantity of recyclable waste is sent to the recycling facility. 

 

4.1.1 Purchasing Behaviour 

The consumer is asked to consider the three Rs, namely to reduce, reuse or recycle when purchasing 

products. Unfortunately, when it comes to reducing waste, Irish consumer do not yet appear to be 

significantly attracted to products that have less packaging. Just 14% of consumers state that they 

always try to buy produce without packaging, and only 29.4% of consumers usually or always avoid 

products with a lot of packaging. In such circumstances, producers could be forgiven to thinking that 

if they try to reduce packaging, this will not result in an increase in sales. A similar tendency was also 

revealed by the discrete choice experiment in which values for recyclability or compostability had a 

higher utility for the consumer than packaging made of recycled plastic. However, the experiment 

does only capture preferences at a single point in time and awareness of the virtues of recycled 

content in packaging can be expected to be rather low at present.  

  

Respondents’ views on reuse are quite positive, with only 8.4% of consumers rarely or never reusing 

packaging for other purposes. However, when it comes to possible legislation on new reusable 

packaging, only 18% of consumers were in favour of paying a small refundable deposit for reusable 
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packaging. This would be a significant barrier for a circular packaging economy as further reductions 

in packaging waste could involve a greater role for reusable packaging. 

 

The last R is recycling. Here, the consumer does seem to be more aware based on the results from 

the survey. When purchasing, consumers do appear to place an emphasis on the disposal of 

packaging. The selection of packaging that is recyclable or made of cardboard is one of the main 

considerations. However, the convenience of packaging for storage is just as high, further indicating 

that sustainability is not the only priority.   

 

4.1.2 Waste Sorting 

The waste sorting of consumers is a crucial factor if Ireland is to achieve a circular packaging 

economy. The first barrier is consumers’ lack the awareness on how to recycle correctly. Indeed, 

some consumers do not sort their waste at all. Over 22% of consumers use a single general waste 

bin for all their waste, or nearly a quarter of the consumer waste stream. A small proportion of 

people, 7.8%, always use a single general waste bin and do not sort their packaging waste at all, be 

this by choice or due to not having access to other bins. Of materials that consumers choose to 

recycle, only paper and cardboard is recycled by more by 85% of consumers. This means that even 

among those consumers who do recycle, they do so inefficiently. An example of this is soft plastic 

which, at the time of the survey, was not widely accepted for disposal in the recycling bin. However, 

56.6% of respondents replied that they did dispose of this type of plastic in the green bin. The same 

trend was apparent for compostable waste with 31% of respondents unwilling or not able to dispose 

of compostable waste.  

 

It may not be just a simple lack of motivation that appears to make consumer waste sorting 

inefficient, current packaging labelling also appears to play a part. There is no single mandatory 

packaging label at present indicating where to dispose of packaging. The OPLR and the similar-

looking Mywaste.ie packaging labels were most often understood correctly by respondents at 87% 

and 79%, respectively. This is not so surprising in that the label also spells out in words what is 

recyclable. By contrast, understanding of the Green Dot label was very low with only 16% getting 

this right, mainly because 61% thought that the label meant that the packaging was recyclable. This 

erroneous conclusion needs to be considered in light of the finding that 72% of consumers claim to 

look at the labels when sorting their waste. The result is a complicated labelling system that 

confuses rather than informs the consumer. 
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4.2 Solutions 

A first solution to reduce barriers on sustainable consumer behaviour would be to raise their 

awareness of sustainability when purchasing products. Awareness raising can be achieved through 

such avenues as media campaigns, TV programmes or activities such as a waste sorting month for 

schools. The public needs to be encouraged to avoid unnecessary packaging when buying products, 

and if the packaging is necessary, to choose recyclable packaging or packaging made from recycled 

materials. Levies, such as the plastic bag levy, and potentially refundable deposits, also have an 

educational role here.   

 

Consumers also need to be encouraged to improve the sorting of waste. Once again, education is 

essential, but guidance and supports could be provided to make this easier. We suggest the use of a 

single labelling system such as the mywaste.ie label, which tells the consumer how to sort their 

packaging waste (although new single-use packaging labels are being considered at EU level to 

indicate if a product contains plastic) . This could be complemented with images on recycling and 

compostable bins to indicate what packaging they should contain. 
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5. Conclusions 
The consumer survey investigated people’s purchasing decision-making when it comes to food 

packaging. It examined the relationship that consumers have with packaging and the extent to which 

they consider sustainability. 

 

It found that there is a good awareness of issues around packaging and plastic packaging across the 

population and that this is not just restricted to those consumers who are more environmentally 

aware. Most people considered that sustainability characteristics, such as recyclability, 

compostability or the use of recycled materials in the packaging, were moderately important or very 

important, that they sometimes, usually or always try to re-use packaging, and they sometimes at 

least avoid products with a lot of packaging or packaging which is difficult to recycle.  There are, of 

course, various motivations for choosing to do these activities aside from pure sustainability 

considerations. The survey also identified that consumers are conscious of utility considerations too 

such as the ability of certain types of packaging to prolong the life of the product. 

 

The discrete choice experiment found that, amongst other product packaging characteristics, the 

recyclability of the packaging has the highest probability of influencing consumer decision making, 

and that compostable packaging also has a positive if lesser influence. The role of recycled content in 

the packaging is lower, although it is argued here that this could partly reflect the relative novelty of 

this feature which has only recently begun to be promoted by manufacturers. Consumers are willing 

to pay a slightly higher price than usual for these characteristics, but a price premium of 20% has the 

effect of closing down the trade-off for the sustainability characteristics. The examples of yoghurt 

and burgers were examined by the survey. The weighting placed on sustainability characteristics 

does appear to be slightly higher for the former type of product, although the same relationship 

between each of the characteristics is maintained irrespective of the product.  Asked about veggie 

burgers rather than beef burgers, vegetarians exhibited a slightly higher willingness-to-pay for the 

sustainability characteristics than other respondents.  It is worth adding here that the experiment 

involved 500 respondents and 3,000 choice set responses. All attribute levels were highly significant.  

 

The sustainability labelling experiment revealed a low understanding of the message intended by the 

labelling.  The OPRL and MyWaste.ie labels are reasonably well understood, but comprehension of 

other labels such as the Green Dot is very poor.  The survey also indicated that while most survey 

respondents claimed to sort, recycle, compost and wash waste packaging, there is room for 

improvement with regard to households’ understanding of what should go into the recycling bin. 
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Labelling has a part to play in this respect, but so too do official guidance and public awareness 

campaigns. 

 
Key findings 
 

● Irish consumers frequently use 
reusable plastic bags and reuse other 
plastic bags.  

● Consumers often reuse packaging for 
other purposes such as storage. 

● The three most valued properties of 
packaging is that it is made of 
cardboard rather than plastic, that it 
is convenient to store and that the 
packaging is recyclable 

● The consumer values recyclable 
packaging over compostable 
packaging and currently appears to 
place lesser importance on packaging 
that is derived from recycled 
materials. 

● There is, at present, a reluctance to 
pay a deposit on re-usable plastic.  

● Bioplastics are looked at as an 
important sustainable solution by 
consumers, although many may not 
be fully aware of its implications. 

● Almost a quarter of consumers rarely 
or never sort their waste, and many 
consumers do not appear to sort their 
waste efficiently 

● Current packaging labels confuse 
consumers and add to inefficient 
waste sorting. 

● The responsible authorities in Ireland 
need to raise public awareness of 
sustainable purchasing behaviour and 
waste sorting 

● A mandatory system of limited 
labelling should be implemented to 
make it easier for consumers to 
recycle 
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Appendix 
 
CONSUMER SURVEY  Without choice experiment (for which see example in Section 2 of report) 
 
Introduction  
 
The ReWrapped Project is being undertaken by University College Dublin for the EPA with the support 
of Repak and the Department of Environment (DECC) to examine the decisions made by producers, 
retailers and waste processors so as to understand how we can encourage more sustainable 
packaging, increase recycling and inform policy. The study is also examining household behaviour 
and Ireland’s waste statistics. 
 
The study is being undertaken on behalf of the Environmental Protection Agency with the support of 
the Department of the Environment, Climate and Communications and REPAK. For more information, 
please see our website at rewapped.ucd.ie or contact nicolai.thorball@ucd.ie 
 
This questionnaire should take around 5 min to complete. It has been designed to address products 
of various types, but if some questions are not relevant or are difficult to answer, please feel free to 
omit a response or to move to the next question. 
 
All responses are confidential. There is no requirement for you to reveal your name. No information 
provided will be distributed to third parties (including the agencies and Department noted above). 
Data will only be analysed in aggregate so that no single person can be identified. 
 
Clicking on the “agree” button below indicates that:  
 
• You have read the above information 
• You voluntarily agree to participate 
 
Are you 18 years old or over? * 

 Yes 

 No 
 
Introductory questions: 

1 What is your gender 
a. Female 
b. Male 

 

 2 How old are you? 
a. 18-24 
b. 25-34 
c.  35-44 
d. 45-59 
e.  60+ 

 

2 What is your household occupancy? 
a. Single 
b. Shared Accommodation 
c. Couple 



31 
 
 

d. Family 
 

3 Do you live in a ? 
a. House 
b. Apartment 

 

5. What is your highest education? 
 Junior Certificate 
 Leaving Certificate 

 Higher Certificate or Diploma  
 Degree or higher 
 I don’t know or don’t want to say 
 Other (please specify) 
 

 
Attitude questions: 

1. On a scale of 1 to 5 where 1 is never and 5 is always, how often do you engage in the 
following behaviour? 

Activities Never Sometimes Often 
Watch environmental programmes on TV    
Regularly read environmental articles in 
newspapers or magazines 

   

Donate to environmental organisations    
Belong to an environmental organisation    
Contribute time or work for local Tidy Towns 
or residents group clean-ups 

   

 

Purchasing habits  
2. When buying groceries which of the following factors most influence your choice?   

Activities Never Rarely Sometimes Usually Always 
Buy loose fruit or vegetables rather 
than packaged items 

     

Reuse packaging for other purposes      
Reuse plastic bags for grocery shopping 
or bring your own reusable bag 

     

Avoid buying products which have a lot 
of packaging to dispose of 

     

Avoid buying products in packaging that 
may be difficult to recycle 

     

 

3. From the list below, please choose 3 options that you believe best demonstrates that the 
product is sustainable (or green). 

Properties Not at all 
important 

Slightly 
important 

Moderately 
important 

Very 
important 

Extremely 
important 

The packaging is reusable      
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The packaging is recyclable      
The packaging is compostable      
The product is convenient to 
store 

     

The packaging looks appealing      
The type of packaging suggests 
the product will last longer 

     

 

Discrete choice experiment = six choice sets 
Imagine you are in a supermarket. Please compare Alternative A, B and C  for each of the following 
pairs of product packaging (1-6) and let us know your choice for each? 
 

4. When sorting your household packaging waste, how often do you do the following things?  

Activities Have no 
facilities to do 
so 

 Never  Rarely  Usually  Always 

Sort recyclable packaging 
waste from other waste 

     

Put compostable packaging 
waste in the respective 
compostable or brown bin 

     

Put fruit/veg waste aside for 
home composting 

     

Wash recyclable packaging 
before you put in in the 
recycling (green) bin 

     

Use a single general waste bin      
 
 
5.  Which of the following products can be placed in the recycling bin?  
 

Recycling bin Waste bin other 

Tetra pack  
(e.g. milk or juice cartons) 
Aluminium foil wrapping 

Aluminium trays  

Steel cans 

Cardboard 

Paper 

Soft plastic  

Rigid or hard plastic 

 
6. Do you look for a label on the packaging when deciding how to sort your packaging waste?  
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Yes 

No 
 

7. If the packaging has this label, what bin would you put it in?    

Ten options presented, for example: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

General waste (Black) bin 

Recycling (Green) bin 

Compostable (Brown) bin 
 
 

8. If a small refundable deposit packaging is applied to recyclable packaging in the future, 
would you be willing to pay this deposit?  

Yes 

No 
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