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Shaping the next  
normal of packaging 
beyond COVID-19
As packaging companies emerge from the COVID-19 crisis, they 
need to readjust their focus and raise their game—while negotiating 
ongoing shifts in the industry.
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Exhibit 1

While people were adjusting their lives in 
response to the coronavirus pandemic, the crisis 
was triggering multiple market disruptions.  
These disruptions will have both short- and 
long-term ramifications for the global packaging 
industry, which generates $900 billion a year. 
The biggest changes include dramatic shifts in 
consumer channels, new or heightened hygiene 
and consumer-safety concerns, highly volatile raw-
materials prices, lifted single-use packaging  
bans, and the disruption of several end markets 
(such as hospitality and restaurants) by stay-at-
home orders. What’s more, we expect the current  
crisis to reshape existing megatrends in the 
packaging industry.

When the world emerges from the COVID-19 
pandemic—most likely a minimum of a year from 
now—packaging companies will need to raise their 
performance in multiple ways: balance sustainability 
goals with stringent hygiene requirements, step 

up their e-commerce games, and compete in a 
novel customer landscape while facing strong cost 
pressures. To navigate these choppy waters and 
stay ahead of the competition, packaging converters¹ 
and other packaging companies must rethink how 
to move to their next normal. And, while doing so, 
they must not lose sight of five imperatives that will 
position them for success. 

Progressing megatrends in packaging 
Packaging companies will need to rethink their 
focus and market approach. We expect the impact 
of the pandemic to alter important megatrends 
that were already reshaping the packaging 
industry before the crisis² and raising the bar for 
performance (Exhibit 1).

Redefined sustainability
Before the COVID-19 crisis, sustainability was top 
of mind for the packaging value chain, particularly in 

1  A converter is a packaging producer that transforms raw materials, such as plastic resins and paper, into packaging products.
2  See David Feber, Daniel Nordigården, and Shekhar Varanasi, “Winning with new models in packaging,” May 9, 2019, McKinsey.com.
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Packaging megatrends are expected to evolve in response to the 
COVID-19 crisis.

Key trend shaping the industry Potential impact of expected trend

Past 5 years Before pandemic

Moderate High

During pandemic Next normal

Sustainability requirements 
increasing at every step of the 
value chain

New: Hygiene concerns N/A N/A

Widespread e-commerce

Rapidly changing consumer 
preference

Fast-moving consumer goods 
and retail margin compression

Digitization of packaging
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Balancing sustainability and hygiene

To help manage hygiene concerns during 
the current state of emergency, single-
use packaging has spiked while reusable 
packaging has faltered.

As a result of concerns about virus-
contaminated surfaces,¹ several countries 
and US states have rolled back or delayed 
plans to ban plastic bags, and some have 
even banned reusable bags temporarily. 
Several coffeehouse chains have 
temporarily banned reusable cups amid  
the outbreak. Some recycling contractors 
have suspended services due to 
inadequate staffing. Concurrently, there is 
an increase in single-use packaging and 
wrapping for groceries as well as parcels 

shipped by e-commerce suppliers. For 
example, the amount of plastic waste 
generated in Thailand has surged by 
15 percent with COVID-19, despite the 
country’s ban on plastic bags that was 
introduced in January 2020.² 

Sustainability goals have not been 
abandoned, however, and fast-moving 
consumer goods (FMCG) companies and 
retailers are committed to long-term 
decarbonization.

A recent survey of German and UK 
consumer purchasers of apparel and 
footwear showed a strong engagement 
with sustainability that has deepened 

since the onset of the pandemic: more 
than 60 percent of the respondents said 
that they had started to take more actions 
to recycle as well as to purchase products 
in environmentally friendly packaging than 
they had in the past.³ 

Many major FMCG companies 
and retailers have also made bold 
commitments related to packaging 
sustainability⁴—often with 2025 
deadlines, though they are not yet close 
to fulfilling these commitments. Moreover, 
countries such as Germany are planning 
their COVID-19 economic stimulus 
to align with an acceleration of the 
decarbonization agenda.⁵

1 “New coronavirus stable for hours on surfaces,” National Institutes of Health, March 17, 2020, nih.gov. 
2   Apinya Wipatayotin, “Covid-19 pushes plastic waste rise,” April 24, 2020, Bangkok Post, bangkokpost.com. 
³ “ Consumer sentiment on sustainability and fashion in the COVID-19 crisis,” McKinsey survey conducted April 14–22, 2020, of 2,004 German and UK consumers, aged 18 or 

over, who have bought apparel or footwear in the past six months.
⁴    Peter Berg, David Feber, Anna Granskog, Daniel Nordigården, and Suku Ponkshe, “The drive toward sustainability in packaging—beyond the quick wins,” January 30, 2020, 

McKinsey.com.
⁵    Michael Nienaber and Markus Wacket, “Germany’s Merkel wants green recovery from coronavirus crisis,” Reuters, April 28, 2020, reuters.com.

relation to regulatory and public concerns regarding 
single-use packaging waste. Regulators in many 
countries were moving rapidly on the issue, and 
fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG) companies 
and retailers were making bold commitments to 
both improve the sustainability of packaging and 
rethink their packaging systems.

With the onset of the COVID-19 crisis, however, 
sustainability has taken a back seat to concerns 
about hygiene and food-safety issues, which have 

become higher priorities³ (see sidebar, “Balancing 
sustainability and hygiene”).

With this in mind, how will the sustainability agenda, 
which had become an important consideration for 
the packaging industry, shape the aftermath of 
the COVID-19 crisis? We believe that sustainability 
will remain a key industry-shaping trend, offering 
strong competitive advantages for a resourceful 
packaging converter. However, sustainability 
should be redefined alongside hygiene and 

3  See also David Feber, Oskar Lingqvist, and Daniel Nordigården, “How the packaging industry can navigate the coronavirus pandemic,” April 
2020, McKinsey.com.
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consumer safety concerns. In fact, the present 
enhanced focus on hygiene and food safety is likely 
to become an element of the next normal and a 
high priority for both consumers and packaging 
customers (FMCG companies and retailers)—
indeed, across the entire value chain. 

For example, some retailers are applying new 
approaches to safety and hygiene, many of which 
are likely to persist after the pandemic subsides. 
Consumers increasingly demand hygiene-assured 
items and single-use wrapped items. Packaging 
design, the choice of substrates,⁴ or specific 
functionality to ensure the minimal viability of the 
virus could significantly influence packaging-
material preferences. 

From this perspective, packaging companies will 
have to address both sustainability and hygiene 
concerns alongside cost, performance, and 
convenience requirements. Moreover, volatile 
raw-materials prices and interruptions to recycling 
services could further disrupt markets. In response, 
companies could test new avenues for promoting 
the sustainability agenda—for example, by 
introducing truly biodegradable (compostable at 
home) packaging materials to reduce the leakage of 
packaging materials into the environment.

E-commerce demands 
The coronavirus pandemic is spurring drastic 
changes in consumer habits. During the crisis, 
consumer spending on groceries—particularly 
food—has dramatically increased, and shoppers 
are buying their goods online, fueling a strong 
acceleration of e-commerce shipments and other 
home-delivery services.⁵

We expect demand for grocery e-commerce to 
remain high post-COVID-19. This pattern is already 
playing out in Asia—particularly in China—the 
first country to confront the pandemic.⁶ Some 
industry forecasts predict that US online grocery 
sales will settle at or above 10 percent already this 
year,⁷ compared with 2 to 3 percent before the 
crisis.⁸ If, in the long term, the majority of products 
across all categories go through the online channel, 
e-commerce as the next normal will have significant 
implications for the packaging industry—particularly 
for primary and secondary packaging, given that 
most packaging has yet to be optimized for the 
e-commerce channel.

Indeed, e-commerce-approved packaging will need 
to be tested to prevent product damage, optimized 
for e-channels, and tech-enabled for filling speed 
and productivity. E-commerce packaging is currently 
required to be three to four times more robust than 
traditional on-the-shelf packaging. As a result, many 
manufacturers will seek packaging that facilitates 
e-commerce shipping. E-retailers are increasingly 
using artificial intelligence and automation to fill 
orders and stock warehouse products. Taking full 
advantage of these technologies to enhance speed 
and productivity will require novel approaches to 
packaging and redesign; for example, primary  
and secondary packaging are more and more likely 
to merge.

Shifting consumer preferences
During the Great Recession, consumers cut back 
spending on nonessentials, traded down, and 
shifted channels. The latter two consumer behaviors 
were sustained after the recession. During the 
COVID-19 crisis, we have again seen noteworthy 

4    Substrates are types of packaging materials, such as paper, cardboard, rigid plastics, flexible packaging, metal, and glass. 
5    Bill Aull, Dymfke Kuijers, Alex Sawaya, and Rickard Vallöf, “What food retailers should do during the coronavirus crisis,” March 2020, 

McKinsey.com.
6   Dymfke Kuijpers, Simon Wintels, and Naomi Yamakawa, “Reimagining food retail in Asia after COVID-19,” April 2020, McKinsey.com.
7   Steve Hornyak, “The future is now for online grocery due to COVID-19,” Total Retail, April 20, 2020, mytotalretail.com. 
8   Nizla Naizer and Tiffany Kanaga, “What are you having for dinner?” Deutsche Bank, July 4, 2019, dbresearch.com.
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shifts in consumer behavior, both by category and 
by channel:

Category. There is a stronger consumer focus on 
essentials, both up- and down-trades, and a strong 
pull-back of discretionary spending. There are also 
signs of consumers returning to larger, more well-
known brands.

Channel. Consumers have rapidly adopted and 
tested new channels, with a significant shift to 
online shopping. In addition, lockdown measures 
around the world have led to so-called nesting 
behavior, with staying at home replacing visits to 
coffee shops, spas, restaurants, and other activities. 
In the future, many consumers may conclude that 
their home is a more convenient and less expensive 
option to meet their social needs.9 

We expect consumers to continue to be price 
sensitive, oriented toward price and value brands; 
to maintain, even accelerate, engagement with 
online shopping; and to focus even more on health 
and hygiene. Changing consumer preferences will 
result in further product-mix changes at FMCG and 
retail customers.

If these behaviors are sustained after COVID-19, the 
implications for packaging companies, including 
shifting profit pools, will be widespread. Operational 
processes must become more flexible and agile if 
the companies are to speedily develop products 
that will meet new and existing consumer demands, 
including a demand for convenience. 

Fast-moving cost pressures and more regional 
supply needs
Consumers are pessimistic or unsure about the 
pandemic’s lasting effects: for example, about 
half of US consumers are being very careful about 
spending their income.10 In addition, cost pressures 
in the packaging industry are expected to increase 
across regions as customers decrease their 
packaging budgets. In a recent global B2B survey, 
some 27 percent of respondents expected to 
reduce their packaging budgets by 4 to 10 percent 
in the short term; about 12 percent, by 11 to 25 
percent; and 12 percent by as much as 25 percent.11 

As a result, to keep their plants cost competitive, 
packaging converters must further assess and take 
advantage of cost-reduction opportunities. 

Packaging customers are also revisiting and 
adapting their supply chains in the COVID-19 crisis. 
In particular, customers that currently rely on global 
supply are now considering making their footprints 
more regional, by either adding regional suppliers or 
replacing current cross-regional ones. Packaging 
converters with global sales and, more important, 
raw-materials suppliers must explore how they can 
develop a regional supply chain (possibly through 
co-location with customers) as well as greater 
vertical integration. Their aim will be to increase the 
flexibility and resilience of packaging production, 
and, among other goals, to create transparency 
for customers regarding stock levels and backup 
plans for supply. These shifts could also present 
opportunities for working together with customers, 
for example, through joint packaging research and 
development and production planning. 

9      Raphael Buck, Tracy Francis, Eldon Little, Jessica Moulton, and Samantha Phillips, “How consumer-goods companies can prepare for the 
next normal,” April 2020, McKinsey.com.

10 “Survey: US consumer sentiment during the coronavirus crisis,” May 15, 2020, McKinsey.com.
11     Global surveys: “B2B decision-maker response to COVID-19 crisis,” April 15, 2020, McKinsey.com; responses to the question “How has 

the COVID-19 situation affected your company’s budget (next two weeks)?” by respondents in the packaging category (containers for end 
products, shipping materials, and corrugated). Brazil, n = 400; China, n = 400; France, n = 200; Germany, n = 400; India, n = 400; Italy, n = 
400; Japan, n = 200; South Korea, n = 201; Spain, n = 200; United Kingdom, n = 199; United States, n = 618.
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Speedier digitization of the value chain 
A further consequence of the pandemic is an 
expectation that all parts of the value chain will 
become more digitized, to reduce supply-chain and 
production risk. We also expect more automation, 
AI, and remote support to drive productivity and 
result in greater resilience.

With real-time reporting and analytics, customers 
will aim to track supply chains far more closely than 
before, perhaps shifting from annual or quarterly to 
weekly monitoring. Increased transparency is not 
only a matter of cost efficiency, but also a way to 
help build a more resilient supply chain and assure 

the health and safety of products. For packaging 
converters, this move could offer opportunities to 
support customers by increasing the integration 
of technology in the packaging itself—for example, 
through radio-frequency identification.

Five imperatives for the next normal  
in packaging
To be able to navigate the crisis and position 
themselves for success, packaging companies 
should consider taking the 12 actions, or a subset 
of those actions, that are outlined in Exhibit 2. The 
actions fall under five overarching imperatives for 

Exhibit 2
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In the current crisis, packaging companies need to pay extra attention to 

ve imperatives.

Assure revenue growth Conduct M&A scans

Reset where to 
play and identify 
end-use 
categories that are 
likely to return to 
strong levels of 
demand, and 
assess impact 
from more regional 
supply strategies 
of customers

Embrace and 
adapt to the rapid 
shift to online to 
assure o�ering in 
place by ensuring 
your product 
portfolio is ready 
and e-commerce 
approves

Address to see 
how to integrate 
sustainability and 
hygiene and safety 
requirements in a 
combined o�ering

Update product 
and technology 
strategy road map 
with related 
narratives in the 
light of new 
requirements and 
growth categories

(Re)assess 
potential greater 
value chain 
integration (both 
upstream and 
downstream)

Scan new 
markets based 
on next normal 
expectations with 
focus on additional 
product and 
technology 
requirements

Optimize for 
resilience: build 
resilient supply 
chains to assure 
high cost 
competitiveness 
and availability 

Pull forward digital, 
advanced analytics, 
and automation to 
manage cost but 
also to support 
higher supply-chain 
transparency and 
enabling remote 
operations

Manage price 
volatility of raw 
material and other 
input closely. 
Prepare for more 
multiregional (not 
global) strategies 
and supply chains 

Stay abreast of 
regulatory 
changes (eg, 
single-use 
packaging waste 
directives, 
extended producer 
responsibilities 
and policies, etc)

Conduct 
zero-based 
productivity review 
for packaging 
converting 
plants and their 
planned or 
expected capital 
expenditure

Potentially 
consider divesting 
underperforming 
or less strategic 
packaging assets

Manage cost pressure Deleverage where possible
Regulation 
and policies
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packaging companies: assure revenue growth, 
conduct M&A scans, manage cost pressures, stay 
abreast of regulations and policies, and deleverage 
where possible.

Which of the 12 actions an individual packaging 
company selects—from embracing and adapting to 
the online shift, to considering new acquisitions, to 
managing the price volatility of raw materials—and 
how the company prioritizes them will depend very 
much on the company’s starting point upon emerging 
from the COVID-19 crisis: particularly, its portfolio mix 

and exposure to different regions, the end uses of its 
products, and the substrates of its packaging.

We urge packaging companies to assess the ability 
of their strategy to address these five market 
imperatives in light of the changing megatrends, 
and to revamp their approaches to the market and 
strategic focus accordingly. By doing so sooner rather 
than later, they will position themselves for success in 
what will become the next normal for packaging.
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