
Towards innovative trends in production and retail

Business models for reducing plastic
waste along the value chain

Barcelona ERSCP 2019
October 17, 2019

Dr. Frieder Rubik / Sabrina Schmidt
IÖW – Institute for Ecological Economy 

Research, Heidelberg



2

Background



The context of “Innoredux”

– Project title: Business models for reducing plastic waste along the value chain - Towards innovative 
trends in retailing (Innoredux)

– Project duration: 01.02.2019 – 31.1.2022 (36 months)

– Funded by the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) within the research focus 
"Plastics in the Environment – Sources • Sinks • Solutions“, funding volume: 1,457,808 Euro

– Ideas and aims:
– collaborative development, implementation and evaluation of technical and social innovations 

in the retail sector along the value chain

– Focus: packaging of various product groups (food, textiles, office supplies, cosmetics/detergents and cleaning 
agents)

– Development and implementation of activities in Heidelberg/DE (real-world laboratory approach)

– Identifying potentials for upscaling  transfer and dissemination of promising 
sustainable BM innovations

– Associated partners are retailers (e.g. Zalando), NGOs and a city administration (Heidelberg)3



Plastic converter demand (EU 28) (2017)

4 Source: PlasticsEurope (2018 , p. 24)



5

Business models?



What is a business model?

"A business model is the basic logic of a company that describes what value
is created for customers and partners and in what way. A business model 

answers the question of how the generated value flows back to the company 
in the form of revenues. The value created enables a differentiation towards 

competitors, the consolidation of customer relations and obtaining of a 
competition advantage”

6 Source: Own translation of Schallmo (2013): 22-23
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BM – SBM – CBM 
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Source: Geissdoerfer et al. (2018)

Change of BM 
“architecture” / 

components 
to develop 

towards 
SBM & CBM

consists of different 
components: 
CANVAS:
• 2 economic-related
• 4 marketing-related
• 3 cooperation-oriented



Business model innovation

Business model innovation is the planned process of developing, implementing and 
marketing a novel business model. 

This includes

 the creation of completely new business models, or 

 the modification of at least two or more business model building blocks
and/or their relationship to each other. 
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What does this mean for out context

– Application of the CANVAS-business model three types
– Analysis of empirical packaging approaches in the value chain
 six approaches

– Analysis of change (innovation) of business model components
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Overview of the three types

Position along the value chain
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Type I: Incoming deliveries and 
storage in retail Type II: 

Stationary
retail

Type III: 
Online 
retail

No
considerable

changes
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Approaches in the value chain



Approaches of sustainability-oriented 
(plastic) packaging optimization
1. Packaging free: Omission of sales packaging of goods; e.g. sale of bulk goods, refill stations

2. Returnable and reusable packaging: Packaging is designed in such a way that it can and should be used several times, 
1) with return system, e.g. refillable (deposit) bottles, returnable e-commerce packaging; 2) w/o return system, e.g. reusable bags

3. Reduced use of materials: The goods remain the same, but the packaging material used is reduced by adjustments, 
1) on the product side, e.g. concentrates; 2) of the packaging volume; 3) for a more efficient material use, e.g. thinner packaging and lids

4. Substitution of materials: The packaging material is replaced by 1) an alternative material, e.g. paper/cardboard instead of plastic; 
2) recycled material, e.g. rPET; 3) materials that are easier to recycle, e.g. no black plastic, single material packaging, biodegradable materials

5. Revised packaging design: A completely different packaging solution is used, 1) w/o product modification, e.g. refill packages, 
flexible instead of rigid packaging such as plastic pouches; 2) with product modification, e.g. solid shampoo bars and toothpaste

6. Retailer services: e.g. customer information on proper disposal and ecological impact of packaging alternatives, measures to 
prevent returns such as detailed product descriptions or product videos

Further approaches:

1. Integrated strategy: Sufficiency-oriented marketing, e.g. repair services, encouragement to reflect on consumption needs 

2. Supplementary strategy: Reuse of previously used packaging such as cardboard boxes for shipping
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Type II: Stationary Retail - Sale
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Satisfying the customer's need 
for (holistic) sustainability in 
the sense of a reduced waste 
volume or a more sustainable 
use of raw materials 

Underlining of the already 
sustainable value proposition if 
necessary 

Changed customer
experience

Additional services for more 
convenience despite new 
processes 

Increased personal support 
and advice 

Increased public
communication 

User Membership fees 
Renting/Leasing and Deposit 

Extension of customer service 
Increased logistics costs 
Reduced costs for disposal of packaging waste 
Procurement of alternative materials  
Concept development of new packaging solutions 
Cost reduction due to reduced use of resources 
Acquisition of new technologies/machines 

Stationary retail

 No effect

Same consumers 

Consumers who are willing to 
change their shopping 
behavior 

Alternative packaging materials


Packing skills
Changed logistics networks


Knowledge about customers


Changed Supply Chain 
Management 
Increased customer communi-
cation and support during 
purchases 
Influencing manufacturers with 
regard to a more ecologically-sound 
sales packaging alternative 
Analysis of the purchasing 
behaviour of customers
Product innovations

Manufacturers and suppliers 
of products with low plastic, 
plastic-free or easily 
recyclable sales packaging 


Manufacturers of reusable 
products with and without 
return system 
Logistic service providers who 
procure reusable systems or 
new alternative resources 


Manufacturers of infrastruc-
ture for packaging-free/low-
packaging products 
Packaging designers and 
technicians who design new 
packaging solutions 


Key partners Key activities

Key resources

Value proposition

Cost structure

Customer relations

Channels

Revenue streams

Customer segments

 Packaging free
 Reusable systems

 Revised packaging design
 Retailer services

 Reduced use of materials
 Substitution of materials



Type II: Stationary retail - Sale
 Approach: packaging free
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Satisfying the customer's 
need for (holistic) 
sustainability in terms of 
reduced waste volume

Underlining of the already 
sustainable value 
proposition if necessary

Changed customer 
experience (e.g. purchase 
procedure is slowed down)

Additional services for 
more convenience 
despite new processes 

Increased personal support 
and advice when selling 
goods

Increased logistics costs 

Reduced disposal costs 

Expansion of customer service

Purchase of bulk bins and refill stations

Frequently: Higher selling prices necessary

Consumers who are willing 
to plan their purchases in 
advance and bring their own 
containers with them to the 
shop

Consumers who are willing 
and capable to pay a price 
premium

Changed logistics networks 

Dealing with unpacked 
goods (storage and 
handling)

Modified supply chain 
management

Increased customer communi-
cation about the reasons for 
and effects of no packaging 

Increased customer support 
during purchasing

Negotiations with suppliers of 
heavily packaged products

Manufacturers and suppliers 
of bulk goods

Manufacturers of bulk bins 
and refill stations

Manufacturers of reusable 
transport packaging without 
return system. These can be 
purchased by customers in 
addition to the purchase of 
unpackaged food

Key partners Key activities Value 
proposition

Cost structure

Key 
resources

Customer 
relations

Customer 
segments

Channels

Revenue streams

No changes
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Conclusions



Approaches & business model innovations

– Sustainable and trustworthy strategies of business
– Looking at the value chain (avoidance of misallocations, 

horizontal and vertical cooperation, material symbioses)
– Looking at the whole product range (comprehensive solutions, step by step)
– Looking at customers (participation, offers)

– So far – doing by acting: Single measure change of some components
of business models: 
– Impulsive / reactive business strategy

– Future: Strategic acting reconfiguration of business model components
– Active / proactive business strategy
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