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In this chapter, we will address the topic of online shopping from the 

two perspectives previously analysed: packaging and logistics.

When shopping online, we can be actors in a green transition 

through conscious shopping and choices. We will look at this topic in 

chapter two, which is useful for developing ideas that we ask you to 

elaborate on in the Training Session!

Find out more! 
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Global e-commerce has grown steadily over the last decade and 

has become an integral part of daily life for millions of people 

worldwide. The COVID-19 pandemic pushed the industry even 

further, triggering changes in consumer behaviour and leading to 

staggering sales records. Big companies have monopolised online 

shopping and raised consumer expectations. Today, goods are 

expected to be delivered on the same day and returned without 

cost. Digitisation and technological innovations have enabled the 

industry to do what was thought impossible just a few decades ago. 

To understand the magnitude of the phenomenon, one need only 

consider that it is estimated that by 2024 e-commerce retail sales 
will exceed $6.3 trillion worldwide01. The convenience of being 

able to buy virtually anything with a few clicks has revolutionised the 

way we consume, offering a wide range of products at our 

fingertips. 

However, this revolution comes at a high cost to our planet.

Unfortunately, many consumers are not aware of the route a 
package takes to reach our homes. To explain it simply, every 

purchase starts with the production and distribution of the product, 

which often involves lengthy international transport, often remaining 

in the warehouse for a long time. Once the product arrives at the 

warehouse, it has to be packed for shipment to the end customer, 

often using surplus and plastic or non-biodegradable materials. 

Then the package is delivered to local hubs before being sorted to 

reach its final destination. Finally, it’s delivered directly to the 

consumer following the last-mile dynamics already analysed. As 

soon as the package is opened, most of the packaging immediately 

ends up in the bin.

Transport and packaging are the two big problems of online 
shopping. First of all, the transport of products purchased online 

requires a considerable amount of energy resources, especially 

for the final delivery to the user in the last mile. According to a 

recent study, the total combined annual last-mile emissions of the 

When you see words like this, 

it means that their meaning 

can be found in the final 

glossary - page OX!
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01. Source: (2024). 'Retail 

e-commerce sales worldwide 

from 2014 to 2027'. Statista.



Page

06

six largest courier companies were estimated at 4.5 megatonnes of 

CO2. This is roughly equivalent to the CO2 emissions from the 

energy use of 600,000 US homes for one year, or from one million 

petrol-powered passenger vehicles02. Secondly, online shopping 
generates a lot of waste due to the packaging needed for 

transport, such as cardboard boxes, bubble wrap, plastic bags, etc. 

As we have seen above, when items are shipped to a retail shop 

they are often ordered in larger quantities and packed efficiently to 

reduce costs and shipping time, unlike online shopping, which 

usually uses a cardboard box and bubble wrap to ship one or two 

items. According to the EPA (U.S. Environmental Protection 

Agency), containers and packaging make up almost 30% of all 

municipal solid waste, and only about 26% of this waste is currently 

recycled, and this is strongly influenced by the extra packaging 

used in online shopping03. 

But shipping and over-packaging are not the only problems. Indeed, 

the possibility of returning one's orders is another critical aspect 

of online shopping. The convenience of free and easy returns 

offered by many e-commerce platforms encourages consumers to 

order more products with the intention of returning some of them or 

to decide only after receiving the product whether to keep it or not. 

This behaviour, while beneficial to the end user, has considerable 

environmental consequences. 

In fact, each product returned has to be transported back to the 

warehouse, often doubling the distance travelled, and consequently 

the associated CO2 emissions. It has been calculated that the 

carbon emissions associated with returns typically add up to 30% 

of the emissions of the initial delivery04. Furthermore, the returns 

management process involves additional energy consumption and 

use of resources for checking, repackaging and reselling the 

products. The first thing processing teams do when they receive 

returned items is  decide whether it’s worth reselling them from an 

economic point of view. 
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02. Source: (2022). 'Revealing 

the secret emission of 

e-commerce'. Stand.Earth.

03. Source: (2018). 

'Advancing Sustainable 

Materials Management: 2015 

Fact Sheet'. EPA. 

04. Source: Tian, X., Sarkis, J. 

(23 December 2021). 

'Emission burden concerns 

for online shopping returns'. 

Nature Climate Change.
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Many returned items cannot be resold as new and end up being 

disposed of, thus contributing to the waste problem. According to 

Optoro05, 9.5 pounds of returns were sent directly to landfills in 

2022. This not only wastes the materials and energy invested in the 

production of the items, but also contributes to pollution and the 

loss of valuable resources. A study in March 2023 found that the 

most-returned items in the US are clothing (26%), bags (19%), 

shoes (18%) and accessories (13%). This is followed by consumer 

electronics and food and beverages. The least-returned items, 

according to the survey, were stationery items. Seeing these data 

and being aware of the rise of the fast-fashion phenomenon makes 

one realise how the online fashion world has normalised return 

processes as part of the consumer experience. 
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05. Source: (2022). '2022 

Impact Report'. Optoro.
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To mitigate the effects of online shopping on the environment, it’s 

crucial that consumers be made aware of the importance of 

reducing the frequency of orders and optimising their purchases. 

Below is a useful list for making more informed online purchases.

01. Make informed purchases: Buy only what you really need and 

avoid impulse purchases. Don’t buy under the influence of 

discounts, promotional offers or advertising campaigns aimed at 

increasing purchases.

02. Combine purchases: Make multiple purchases in one 

transaction instead of placing countless separate orders for each 

product to reduce the number of shipments needed. E-commerce 

platforms could encourage this practice by offering incentives for 

combined purchases or delayed shipping, which allows several 

orders to be bundled into a single delivery.

03. Learn about the product: Carefully read product descriptions, 

consult reviews, look closely at available photos and check size 

guides to reduce the likelihood of having to return an item. 

E-commerce platforms could adopt strategies to provide even 

more detailed product descriptions, high-resolution images, 

integration with augmented reality VR systems, verified reviews and 

accurate size guides.

04. Opt for sustainable packaging solutions: Buy from 

companies that use recyclable or reusable packaging. When not 

possible, ensure that packaging materials are properly recycled. 

E-commerce platforms could provide detailed information on 

proper disposal.

05. Choose sustainable shipping: Prefer standard shipping 

options instead of expedited services, which often have a greater 

environmental impact.

Packaging

and Logistics
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06. Recognise the environmental cost of returns: Be aware of 

the ecological impact of returns and try to minimise them by 

purchasing products you are sure of.

07. Prefer local online shops: Choose local e-commerce 

platforms to reduce transport distances, and consequently CO2 

emissions.

08. Donate or resell: If a product does not meet your expectations 

but isn’t defective, consider donating or reselling it instead of 

returning it.

09. Repair and reuse: Consider repairing defective products 

instead of returning them or throwing them away.

By taking these actions, as consumers we can help reduce the 

environmental impact of online shopping and promote a more 

sustainable economy.
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...for online shopping + 10 Rs rules (also here)!

Transport:‘the combined total annual last-mile emissions of the six largest courier companies were 

estimated at 4.5 megatonnes of CO2 - the equivalent of CO2 emissions from the energy use of 

600,000 US homes for one year’. (Statista, 2024)

Online shopping | Last-mile

Packaging: 'containers and packaging make up almost 30% of all municipal solid waste, and only about 

26% of this waste is currently recycled, and this is strongly influenced by the extra packaging used in 

online shopping'. (EPA, 2018) 

Online shopping | Packaging

Time to take stock

Scan the QR-Code for a useful 
video pill to review the topics!

It will take you just 1 minute: what are you waiting for?



Page

22

Section 01 
(2024). 'Retail e-commerce sales worldwide from 2014 to 2027'. 

Statista.

(2022). 'Revealing the secret emission of e-commerce'. Stand.Earth.

(2018). 'Advancing Sustainable Materials Management: 2015 Fact 

Sheet'. EPA.

Tian, X., Sarkis, J. 'Emission burden concerns for online shopping 

returns'. Nature Climate Change. 

nd. (2022). '2022 Impact Report'. Optoro. 

References 

website

.pdf file

website

.pdf file

https://www
.statista.com

/statistics/3
79046/worl

dwide-retai
l-e-commerce-sales/

https://ecodes.org/images/que-hacemos/01.Cambio_Climatico/Incidencia_politicas/Clean_Cities_Campaign/STAND_Last_Mile_V5.pdf

chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2018-07/documents/2015_smm_msw_factsheet_07242018_fnl_508_002.pdf

https://www
.nature.com/articles/s415

58-021-0124
6-9#citeas

Packaging

and Logistics

.pdf file
chrome-extension:/

/efaidnbmnnnibpcajpc
glcle�ndmkaj/https://47

71362.fs1.hu
bspotuserco

ntent-na1.ne
t/hubfs/4771

362/2022%20Impact%20Report/Op
toro_2022%20Impact%20Report.pd

f


	Section 1
	Section 2

	Section 1: 
	Section 2: 


