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A B S T R A C T   

Transformative governance is an emerging approach to addressing major sustainability challenges. Despite the 
mounting research on this topic, there is still limited understanding on how to create conditions for trans-
formation in practice. Through an analytical frame of transformative governance, in this qualitative case study 
we investigate how policies and governance in Finland have created conditions for sustainability transformation 
in food packaging, a key source of plastics pollution, and how the joint implementation of different trans-
formative approaches affects their power to induce systemic change. Our results, based on policy mapping and 
stakeholder interviews, show that applying principles of transformative governance is necessary but not yet 
effective enough for creating conditions that encourage and motivate key actors to advance in sustainability 
transformation. Joint implementation of different transformative approaches and modes of governance can be 
beneficial, but it is also challenging and may in the worst case even weaken the transformative power and slow 
down progress. The current governance has fostered packaging waste recycling but does not effectively solve the 
root cause of unsustainability: mounting consumption of single-use packaging, despite current policy targets and 
active use of transformative approaches. To reduce packaging consumption and create favourable conditions for 
packaging reuse, more emphasis is needed on transformative innovation policies, as well as setting more 
ambitious and proactive measures such as implementing tighter legislation and carrying out ex-ante impact 
evaluations when designing new policies and regulation. Integrative governance should also be strengthened to 
improve directionality and policy coherence.   

1. Introduction 

As anthropogenic environmental problems, such as plastics pollu-
tion, put entire socio-ecological systems under increasing pressure, new 
governance approaches are being sought (Chaffin et al., 2016; Salo et al., 
2022; Visseren-Hamakers et al., 2021). What makes solving grand 
challenges difficult is their nature as wicked problems, characterised by 
fundamental value conflicts, contested goals, and knowledge un-
certainties. Furthermore, many urgent sustainability issues fall between 
policy fields into an institutional void (Hajer, 2003). This is also true of 
plastics pollution, a key source of which is food packaging (Miller et al., 
2018). Despite contributing to plastics pollution, single-use packaging is 
also essential for protecting, containing, and ensuring the performance 
of global food supply chains, reducing food loss, and diminishing the 
negative climate impacts of food supply (Marsh and Bugusu, 2007; 
Williams and Wikström, 2011). 

Public environmental policies are important drivers of sustainability 
transformations. However, environmental policies are often criticised as 
suffering from incrementalism and low effectiveness (Jacob and Ekins, 
2020). Many governments and actors have taken steps to mitigate and 
combat plastics pollution and improve packaging sustainability (Rhein 
and Sträter, 2021; Trubetskaya et al., 2022), but existing efforts tend to 
be fragmented and focus on single issues rather than a systems 
perspective (Chakori et al., 2022). This fragmentation is not effective in 
driving system-level transformations (Chakori et al., 2022; Jacob and 
Ekins, 2020). Furthermore, the ability of governance measures to 
transform the systems is limited if they do not properly guide the di-
rection of change (Weber and Rohracher, 2012) or address the under-
lying causes of environmental problems (Jacob and Ekins, 2020; 
Visseren-Hamakers et al., 2021). Therefore, many scholars argue that 
sustainability transformations require holistic, transformative environ-
mental governance (Jacob and Ekins, 2020) that addresses the root 
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cause of a targeted problem (Visseren-Hamakers et al., 2021) and 
combines traditional environmental policy measures with systematic 
innovation policies (Kern et al., 2019; Kivimaa and Kern, 2016; Rogge 
et al., 2020). It thus seems evident that to transform the food packaging 
system into a more sustainable state, transformative governance would 
be needed. 

Despite increasing research interest in transformative governance, 
the current understanding of how to create conditions for trans-
formation in practice remains limited (Visseren-Hamakers et al., 2021). 
While the need for case studies investigating the constraints and op-
portunities of transformative governance was identified almost a decade 
ago (Chaffin et al., 2016), there is still a lack of empirical evidence due to 
slow adoption of transformative principles in sustainability governance. 
With this article, we aim to address these gaps and contribute to the 
literature on transformative governance with new knowledge on op-
portunities and shortcomings related to the joint implementation of 
transformative governanance measures. Our article is based on an 
empirical case study of food packaging governance within an EU 
member state, Finland. Our key research questions are: 1) how existing 
policies and governance approaches have created conditions for sustainability 
transformation in food packaging in Finland and 2) how the joint imple-
mentation of different transformative approaches may reinforce or impede 
their power to induce change. To answer these questions, we elaborate an 
analytical framework on transformative governance and use it to 
explore the application and intertwining of different transformative 
governance principles in policy goals and agendas. Furthermore, we 
investigate how key actors of food packing perceive the power of these 
actions to create favourable conditions for systemic change. 

This paper is structured as follows: Section 2 introduces the theo-
retical background of transformative sustainability governance and 
presents the analytical frame based on previous literature. In section 3, 
we describe our research approach and methods. Section 4 summarises 
the policies and measures through which food packaging is currently 
governed and analyses how governance measures have been able to 
create conditions for sustainability transformation. Section 5 discusses 
the opportunities and challenges of applying the principles of trans-
formative governance in practice. Finally, Section 6 concludes the study 
and suggests future research objectives. 

2. Theoretical background 

2.1. Transformative sustainability governance 

The fundamental societal changes leading to sustainability trans-
formations are inherently political (Eckersley, 2021; Patterson et al., 
2017). Therefore, increasing the understanding of governance towards 
sustainability in complex systems with multiple and contested goals, 
multiple actors, and fundamental value conflicts is acknowledged as 
essential in the literature (Chaffin et al., 2016; Edmondson et al., 2018; 
Patterson et al., 2017). In this article, governance is seen not only as 
rules, rulemaking systems and actor networks, but also as a process 
which, according to Lange et al. (2013:406), is ‘—more or less institu-
tionalised—interaction between public and/or private entities ulti-
mately aiming at the realisation of collective goals.’ In our case, the 
collective interest is sustainability of food packaging. What makes this 
issue complex is the contested meanings of what sustainability means in 
this case (Dörnyei et al., 2023; Sundqvist-Andberg and Åkerman, 2022). 

The idea of transformative sustainability governance draws partic-
ularly on the social-ecological systems literature and builds on resilience 
and adaptive governance approaches (Chaffin et al., 2016; Folke et al., 
2005; Visseren-Hamakers et al., 2021). While adaptive governance aims 
to sustain the incumbent system by building resilience and adaptive 
management, the goal of transformative governance is to shape the 
system into a more desirable one (Chaffin et al., 2016; Walker et al., 
2004). Transformative governance is called for when conditions of the 
system have become or are becoming unsustainable and the adaptive 

governance mechanisms are insufficient to maintain the desired condi-
tions (Chaffin et al., 2016). In other words, mere mitigation and adap-
tation are not enough; a more fundamental, deliberate change is needed. 
Transformative governance can be proactive or reactive. The latter tries 
deliberately to alter the current undesired direction of change (ibid.). In 
both cases, transformation requires new capacities, like leadership and 
innovation (ibid.), and efforts in capacity building (Wolfram, 2016). 
Thus, to be successful, transformative governance should set conditions 
to initiate and manage a desired change in a system. Problem framing, 
agenda setting, and deliberation play a key role in this process (Chaffin 
et al., 2016; Wolfram et al., 2019). 

Over time, transformative governance has also become increasingly 
rooted in studies of technological transformation and innovation studies 
as a part of sustainability transitions research (Chaffin et al., 2016; 
Köhler et al., 2019; Lange et al., 2013; Pattersson et al., 2017) and has 
been studied particularly within transition management (Loorbach 
et al., 2011) and strategic niche management literatures (Schot and 
Geels, 2008). Transformative governance has also been studied within 
innovation studies, with growing interest in transformative innovation 
policies as means for sustainability governance (Haddad et al., 2022). In 
contrast to more traditional innovation policies aiming to support any 
innovations for the promotion of economic growth, transformative 
innovation policy addresses key societal challenges (Grillitsch et al., 
2019). Furthermore, there has been growing interest within environ-
mental policy research in combining environmental policy studies with 
innovation policy approaches to reach a more comprehensive, trans-
formative environmental policy approach (Jacob and Ekins, 2020). 

Despite recent research, debates around transformative sustainabil-
ity governance are still fragmented. However, all the theories share the 
understanding that sustainability transformations are fundamental and 
that long-term system changes require a holistic governance approach to 
a variety of measures on different scales—including temporal (short vs. 
long-term), geographic (local vs. global), level of change (radical vs. 
incremental), and level of sustainability (strong vs. weak)—and that 
these cumulative changes must be aligned with a longer-term trans-
formative agenda or goals (Lorek and Fuchs, 2013; Patterson et al., 
2017; Salo et al., 2022; Termeer and Metze, 2019). Therefore, trans-
formative governance needs to combine different modes and a mix of 
policies that reinforce each other and, when necessary, support inno-
vation and organise exnovation out of incumbent systems (Edmondson 
et al., 2018; Jacob and Ekins, 2020; Kern et al., 2019; Rogge et al., 
2020). Besides policy coherence, it is suggested that leadership and 
agenda setting, active participation of diverse actors, information ex-
change, and adaptivity and reflexivity, combined with distributed power 
and the presence of democratic institutions, can foster transformative 
change (Chaffin et al., 2016; Glass and Newig, 2019; Jacob and Ekins, 
2020; Rijke et al., 2013; Stirling, 2006; Visseren-Hamakers et al., 2021; 
Westley et al., 2011). 

2.2. Studying transformative sustainability governance in action 

As discussed in the previous section, transformative governance re-
quires a broad set of different approaches and measures to create con-
ditions for systemic change. Visseren-Hamakers et al. (2021) recently 
proposed a framework for studying transformative governance in the 
field of biodiversity policy. According to them, governance becomes 
transformative if it entails integrative, inclusive, adaptive, and pluralist 
approaches that are jointly implemented and operationalised and if it 
addresses the root causes of unsustainability. Integrative governance 
entails a mix of policies and measures that enhance coherence across 
sectors, issues, and governance modes while addressing the root causes. 
Policy coherence demands coordination and integration of sustainability 
concerns in different strategies and policies (Visseren-Hamakers, 2018; 
Visseren-Hamakers et al., 2021). Thus, studying integrative governance 
also requires an understanding of policies and policy mixes (Jacob and 
Ekins, 2020; Kern et al., 2019) and context-specificity in implementation 
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(Kelemen et al., 2023). 
Inclusive governance addresses power asymmetries and enables 

underrepresented rights-, knowledge- and stakeholders to participate in 
the decision making, thus favouring deliberation and collaboration 
(Visseren-Hamakers et al., 2021). While Chaffin et al. (2016) distinguish 
between transformative and adaptive governance approaches, Visser-
en-Hamakers et al. (2021) incorporate adaptive governance into trans-
formative governance and include actions that stimulate dialogue, 
learning, and reflection. Also, in other strands of the sustainability 
governance literature, particularly in reflexive governance (Newig et al., 
2007; Voβ et al., 2006), learning and reflection are seen as integral el-
ements that contribute to transformation by building reflexivity, i.e., 
social/political dimension, and reflectiveness, i.e., cognitive dimension 
of governance (Stirling, 2006). The fourth governance approach sug-
gested by Visseren-Hamakers et al. (2021), pluralistic governance, refers 
to considering diverse values, perspectives, and knowledge systems, 
including collaborative knowledge production and transformative ca-
pacity building. 

The analytical framework suggested by Visseren-Hamakers et al. 
(2021) places a lot of emphasis on deliberation, collaboration, negoti-
ations, and coordination across sectors, timescales, and spheres of ac-
tion. Reflexive approaches together with inclusive and adaptive 
approaches form a basis for collaborative governance (Newig et al., 
2018). While these aspects are integral to learning and adaptation, we 
argue—in line with previous transformative environmental and inno-
vation policy literatures—that for governance to be transformative, it 
should also entail approaches that clearly drive a more deliberate 
renewal of the system. Therefore, for the purposes of our study we have 
elaborated the framework to include approaches of innovative and 
anticipatory governance as presented in Table 1. By innovative gover-
nance we mean not only that innovations should be actively promoted 
through appropriate innovation policy measures (Haddad et al., 2022; 
Jacob and Ekins, 2020; Kern et al., 2019), but also that governance 
fosters policy experimentation (Jacob and Ekins, 2020). Anticipatory 
approach refers to governance that is proactive (cf. Chaffin et al., 2016), 
including activities that support transformative capacity building 
(Wolfram, 2016; Wolfram et al., 2019) and encourage stakeholders to-
ward joint visioning and target setting needed to build long-term tran-
sition agendas (Chaffin et al., 2016; Loorbach et al., 2011). We will use 
these categorisations as presented in Table 1 to study how different 
transformative approaches are present in the existing food packaging 
governance in Finland and how they create conditions for sustainability 
transformation. 

In reality, the suggested governance approaches and related trans-
formative mechanisms (Table 1) do not occur in isolation but are 
interrelated and have synergies with each other (Visseren-Hamakers 
et al., 2021). Joint implementation of differing approaches may also 
create paradoxes and require trade-offs (Qi and Ran, 2023). As 
frequently emphasised in studies on collaborative governance, while 
diversity and consensus building are cornerstones of collaborative 
governance (Ansell and Gash, 2008), these principles are potentially 

contradictory. For example, including diverse stakeholders enables 
combining multiple perspectives, values, and knowledge, but may also 
create competition over goals and perspectives, making consensus 
building more difficult (Qi and Ran, 2023). Furthermore, collaborative 
measures are likely to be less effective than regulatory measures in 
achieving ambitious environmental outcomes, especially if the expected 
outcomes contradict stakeholders’ interests (Newig et al., 2018; Qi and 
Ran, 2023). Although these paradoxes have been widely discussed 
within collaborative governance studies, they have received surprisingly 
limited attention in the literature on transformative sustainability 
governance. By exploring different actors’ experiences, our study pro-
vides new knowledge on how the implementation of different trans-
formative approaches may reinforce or hinder each other in the 
governance of food packaging in Finland. 

3. Materials and methods 

3.1. Data collection 

Our empirical approach relies on the tradition of a qualitative case 
study (Yin, 2014) and we focus on plastic food packaging governance for 
sustainability in Finland. In contrast to several other EU member states, 
where key plastic governance measures such as the Single-Use Plastics 
Directive (SUPD) are implemented by setting binding laws, Finland has a 
strong tradition of using voluntary, collaborative governance measures 
alongside regulatory governance, also in the implementation of certain 
articles of EU directives. 

Data collection began with identifying key policies and instruments 
from the European Union, Commission and Parliament and national 
ministries relevant to plastic food packaging, Fig. 1. The process, a 
prerequisite for the governance analysis, focused on public and collab-
orative governance approaches and excluded private governance and 
related instruments. The process lasted from 2019 to 2023 and produced 
a corpus of 52 policy documents. The documentary material was 
accessed in English and Finnish and is available from the authors upon 
request. 

The second key source of data was expert interviews, conducted 
using a semi-structured protocol, which ensured flexibility and helped 
obtain in-depth data on the rapidly evolving subject (Yin, 2014). The 
interviews touched upon two main themes: 1) sustainability (goals, 
sustainability challenges, transformation) and 2) food packaging 
governance (public policies and targets, instruments, and processes, 
including regulatory, collaborative, and voluntary measures). The sub-
themes varied depending on the interviewee’s expertise. 

Purposive and iterative sampling (Drisko and Maschi, 2015) was 
applied to identify and select relevant interviewees. We acknowledge 
that the governance of food packaging involves a wide range of stake-
holders, including private companies and consumers. The scope of this 
paper on public and collaborative governance helped us narrow down 
potential stakeholders to public authorities and meta-organisations 
representing companies, such as producer and industry organisations. 

Table 1 
Synthesis of transformative governance approaches based on different strands of environmental, sustainability, and innovation governance literatures (Chaffin et al., 
2016; Jacob and Ekins, 2020; Loorbach et al., 2011; Visseren-Hamakers et al., 2021; Voβ et al., 2006; Wolfram, 2016).  

Governance 
approach 

Description of transformative mechanisms 

Integrative Entails coherent governance and policy mixes that address the root causes of unsustainability and support transformation on different levels and scales. 
Incorporates a versatile set of governance modes and measures and considers both radical and incremental approaches to foster a cumulative change. 

Inclusive Addresses power asymmetries, supports deliberative democracy and enables underrepresented rights-, knowledge- and stakeholders to participate in decision 
making, thus favouring deliberation and collaboration. 

Reflexive Stimulates dialogue, supports evaluation, learning and reflection. 
Pluralistic Combines multiple perspectives and knowledge (production) systems, including collaborative knowledge production. 
Innovative Fosters experimentation, innovation and renewal not only through (transformative) innovation policies but also through policy experimentation. 
Anticipatory Encourages joint visioning, sets ambitious targets and fosters directionality. Relies on future-oriented knowledge production. Supports transformative 

leadership through e.g., capacity building.  
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Furthermore, we purposefully selected individuals with expertise in 
food packaging-related issues who had been involved in designing and/ 
or implementing packaging-related policy instruments. 

The selected interviewees included experts from the relevant min-
istries in Finland and departments of the European Commission (EC). 
Experts from national industry associations, an intermediary organisa-
tion, producer responsibility organisations, and research organisations 
were also interviewed (see Appendix A, Table A1). The primary data was 
gleaned from 25 semi-structured interviews with 25 interviewees con-
ducted between December 2019 and August 2022, either in person or 
via videoconferencing. Five experts were interviewed twice (in 2019/ 
2020 and 2022) to gain an understanding of the change and validate the 
mapped policies and instruments. Two interviewers were present for 24 
interviews and one interviewer for one interview. In four of the in-
terviews, two interviewees were present. Interviews ranged in length 
from 41 to 115 min, averaging 66 min, and were recorded and 
transcribed. 

3.2. Data analysis 

The first part of the analysis focused on an in-depth review of the 
examined policy documents, Fig. 1. The analysis began with writing 
analytical memos (Saldaña, 2021) summarising the key aspects, 
including key goals, targets, and measures related to food packaging. 
The memos were used not only to summarise the data but also to reflect 
the relevance of documents to plastic food packaging governance. 

Next, the focus was on transformative approaches and measures, 
with analysed policy documents and transcribed research interviews 
forming the corpus. In this part, we applied a theory-driven qualitative 
content analysis (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005). The coding and analysis 
focused on how transformative governance approaches, as suggested in 
the literature (see Table 1), are present in policy documents and inter-
view data. This was followed by identification of how key actors 
perceive and experience these policy measures and what kind of rein-
forcing and impeding interactions take place between different ap-
proaches. The coding was first done with NVIVO qualitative data 
analysis software and further elaborated on an Excel spreadsheet. One of 
the authors performed the memo writing, coding, and thematic cate-
gorisation. However, to ensure reliability, the coding procedure and 
categorisation were discussed and agreed upon by both authors. 

The network of actors in the field of food packaging governance is 
relatively limited in Finland. To protect the anonymity of the inter-
viewed experts, they are referred to in the results by number (e.g., 

interviewee 1, etc.), rather than revealing their background organisa-
tions or expert positions. 

4. Results 

4.1. Environmental policy measures addressing plastic food packaging in 
Finland 

To understand how governance can create conditions for trans-
formation, we first need to present the key policies and instruments that 
create points of intervention for plastic food packaging. The policy 
mapping exercise shows that plastic food packaging is a topic that is 
affected by several EU- and national level policies and regulations, 
particularly those drawing on circular economy (CE). We first briefly 
introduce the key EU policy measures (Table 2) that shape the national 
governance in Finland (Table 3). 

The European Green Deal (EGD) (COM/2019/640) is a key European 
Commission strategy for promoting sustainable growth. It addresses 
plastic food packaging in a set of programmes and policies that promote 
circular economy and recycling. For example, the Circular Economy 
Action Plan (CEAP) (COM/2020/98) highlights packaging as a key 
product value chain threatening sustainability and calls for action to 
make all packaging on the EU market reusable or recyclable in an 
economically viable way by 2030. As part of the CEAP, the renewal of 
the directive (94/62/EC and 2018/852) on packaging and packaging 
waste (PPWD) sets binding, progressive recycling targets for different 
packaging materials and obliges member states to set up extended 
producer responsibility (EPR) systems to make producers cover the costs 
of waste prevention, collection and treatment, litter clean-up, data 
gathering, and raising awareness. In 2022, the EC proposed the Pack-
aging and Packaging Waste Regulation (PPWR) to replace the current 
PPW directive (COM/2022/677). The proposed regulation suggests 
stricter progressive recycling targets for different materials, requiring all 
packaging to be recyclable and recycled at scale, as well as setting 
minimum recycled plastic content targets. What is notable with this 
proposal is that rather than focusing on recycling, for the first time the 
EC is proposing quantitative targets not only for packaging waste 
reduction but also for packaging reuse in certain applications. 

Besides the CEAP, the EU Plastics Strategy (COM/2018/28) also 
directly addresses food packaging. It recognises the importance of 
plastics in food packaging, as ‘plastics help ensure food safety and reduce 
food waste,’ but also clearly points out that packaging is the largest single 
cause of plastics use and waste. To tackle this problem, the European 

Data collection 

Identification of key stakeholders 
and stakeholder interviews 

(25 interviews) 

Identification of policies and 
policy instruments 

(52 documents) 

Data analysis 

Analytical memo writing and identification of 
key policy goals, targets and measures regarding 

food packaging 

Analysis of enactment of transformative 
governance approaches 

Identification of benefits and challenges of 
jointly implementing transformative approaches 

Analysis of key actor views on how policies and 
governance approaches succeed in creating 

conditions for transformation   

Fig. 1. Process of data collection and analysis.  
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Commission has set actions to address the unsustainable consumption 
patterns with a Single-Use Plastics Directive which aims at reducing 
plastics littering and pollution through bans, raising awareness, EPR, 
and consumption reductions obligations. The reduction measures also 
target single-use food packaging made wholly or partly of plastic and 
containing food intended for immediate consumption, is consumed 
directly from the packaging, and is ready to be consumed without any 
further preparation (European Commission, 2021). While recycling and 
reuse are clearly identified as the main solutions in EU policies, the 
regulation also sets boundaries for the CE transformation, as key 
chemical regulation—including REACH (1907/2006), the Food Contact 
Materials (FCM) Framework Regulation (1935/2004) and the Com-
mission Regulation on recycled plastic materials (2022/1616)—restricts 
the use of recycled plastics in contact with food to protect against 
harmful substances. Currently, for health and safety reasons, the pro-
duction of recycled materials for contact with food is limited to a 
handful of mechanical recycling or closed-loop processes. 

In line with EU policies, Finnish governance on plastic food pack-
aging (see Table 3) has shifted from merely promoting resource effi-
ciency (Ministry of the Employment and the Economy, 2014a) to 
recycling and further to circular (bio)economy (Finnish Government, 

2021, 2022; Ministry of the Environment, 2022a). Particular to Finland 
is the central role of the forest industry as an interest group. Following 
from this, forest-based materials, including those intended for food 
packaging applications, have been given a significant role both in the 
national bioeconomy (Finnish Government, 2022; Ministry of the 
Employment and the Economy, 2014b) and in the national CE strategies 
(Sitra, 2016). Forest-based materials are also advocated as a solution to 
the problems caused by fossil-based plastic packages. 

Another key feature in Finland is the active use of collaborative 
governance. In 2018, the Ministry of the Environment initiated a na-
tional roadmapping process as part of the implementation of the EU 
Plastics Strategy. The roadmap process aimed to engage a broad range of 
actors to find ways to achieve a more sustainable plastics economy. The 
process involved ministries, key trade and industry associations and 
research organisations, and created a network of stakeholders imple-
menting the roadmap (cf. Sundqvist-Andberg and Åkerman, 2022), 
which addresses food packaging by identifying actions needed to 
improve plastic waste recovery and recycling, invest in biobased mate-
rial solutions, and reduce the consumption of single-use takeaway food 
containers (Ministry of the Environment, 2018). In 2022, the roadmap 
was updated and aligned with the European Green Deal through 

Table 2 
Key EU policies and instruments addressing plastic food packaging.  

EU Strategy or policy 
framework under the 
European Green Deal 

Targets with relevance to plastic food packaging 

Instrument Replace 
(fossil- 
based) 
plastics 

Reduce 
packaging 
consumption 

Promote 
reuse 

Improve 
recycling and 
recyclability 

Increase use 
of recycled 
materials 

Reduce waste 
or pollution 
(emissions and/ 
or litter) 

Improve overall 
environmental 
sustainability 

Protect 
food and 
reduce 
food waste 

Ensure 
safety 
and 
hygiene 

Waste Framework 
Directive (2008/98/ 
EC)  

x x x  x    

Packaging and 
Packaging Waste 
Directive (94/62/EC 
and 2018/852)  

x x x  x    

Proposal for Packaging 
and Packaging Waste 
Regulation (COM/ 
2022/677)  

x x x x x    

Circular economy 
action plan (COM/ 
2020/98)  

x x x      

Sustainable Products 
Initiative (COM/2022/ 
142)   

x x x  x   

Initiative on Green 
Claims (COM/2022/ 
143)       

x   

Policy Framework on 
Biobased, 
Biodegradable and 
Compostable Plastics 
(COM/2022/682) 

x   x  x    

Plastics Strategy (COM/ 
2018/28)  

x x x x x  x  

SUP Directive (2019/ 
904) 

x x x   x    

Plastics Tax  x  x      
Chemicals Strategy 

(COM/2020/667)    
x     x 

REACH (1907/2006)         x 
FCM Framework 
Regulation (1935/ 
2004)    

x x    x 

Recycled Plastics in 
Contact with Food 
Regulation (2022/ 
1616)    

x x    x 

Farm to Fork Strategy 
(COM/2020/381)  

x      x   
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implementation of the EU’s Plastics Strategy, the SUP Directive, and the 
national strategic programme on the circular economy. The update 
highlighted the role of reusable food packaging, which was rather 
marginal in previous policies and measures. Implementation of the 
roadmap is supported by small-scale experimentation and piloting 
funding. 

While the food packaging system is essentially a socio-technical 
system, its transformation requires not only innovations and new in-
vestments but also changes, e.g., in consumption culture. So far, the 
activities have focused on improving recycling and waste systems. For 
example, a research, development, and innovation (RDI) funding pro-
gramme, Bio and Circular Finland, is the main innovation policy mea-
sure supporting CE transformation that also addresses waste 
management issues relevant to food packaging, such as recycling 
(Finnish Government, 2021). 

Recycling is also a key area of the National Waste Plan, which sets 
goals to improve packaging waste recycling to reach at least the mini-
mum objectives set by the EU regulation, including the aim to reduce the 
consumption of single-use plastics food packaging and promote the 
uptake of reusable food packaging (Ministry of the Environment, 
2022a). The National Waste Act (646/2011, 714/2021) and Govern-
ment Decree on Packaging and Packaging Waste (518/2014, 
1029/2021) form the basis of the regulatory approach where emphasis 
is also put on improving conditions for recycling and meeting the 
EU-level recycling and reuse goals. 

Both regulatory and voluntary governance approaches are used in 
implementing the SUP directive in Finland. Some of the obligations set 
by the directive are transposed into national law under the Waste Act. 
However, the directive’s consumption reduction measures are imple-
mented through a voluntary agreement. In 2022, the Ministry of the 
Environment and four sectoral industry and trade associations signed a 
Green Deal Agreement on Ambitious and Permanent Reduction in the 

Consumption of Disposable Plastic Beverage Cups and Certain Food 
Packaging (Ministry of the Environment, 2022b). The target is to 
encourage companies to reduce the consumption of plastic packaging 
(per unit) and plastics in packaging (per weight) without increasing food 
loss and waste or compromising food safety. The set of voluntary mea-
sures include replacing SUP packaging with easily recyclable reusable 
portion-sized food containers and plastics-free packaging, as well as 
placing levies on single-use portion-sized food containers. 

The agreement is also linked to two other national collaborative 
governance arrangements: The Material Efficiency Commitment for the 
food industry and Society’s Commitments related to Agenda 2030 tar-
gets. The Material Efficiency Commitment (2019–2021) was set up as a 
pilot between three ministries and three sectoral industry and trade 
associations (Anon, 2018). During the first period, companies’ food 
packaging-related activities entailed packaging design and process im-
provements, including optimisation, lightweighting, and replacing 
fossil-based plastics with recycled or biobased materials, which 
improved both material efficiency and recyclability (Finér and Mer-
enheimo, 2020). The second agreement period, during which the 
participating companies seek to increase packaging reuse, recyclability, 
and the use of more environmentally sustainable solutions and to reduce 
plastics consumption, began in 2022. 

4.2. Creating conditions for sustainability transformation 

In the previous section, we introduced the key policies and in-
struments addressing the food packaging system. These measures serve 
as tools for policymakers to guide the transformation. However, the 
measures can be applied and implemented in various ways and as parts 
of different modes of governance. Furthermore, as the policy mix is 
complex and somewhat fragmented, it is unclear how well it manages to 
create favourable conditions for transformative change. Therefore, in 

Table 3 
Key policies and instruments addressing plastic food packaging in Finland.  

National Strategy or 
policy framework 
Instrument 

Targets with relevance to plastic food packaging 

Replace 
(fossil- 
based) 
plastics 

Reduce 
packaging 
consumption 

Promote 
reuse 

Improve 
recycling and 
recyclability 

Increase the 
use of 
recycled 
materials 

Reduce waste or 
pollution 
(emissions and/or 
litter 

Improve overall 
environmental 
sustainability 

Protect food 
and reduce 
food waste 

National Waste Plan  x x x  x   
National Waste Act (646/ 
2011, 714/2021)  

x x x  x   

Decree on Packaging and 
Packaging Waste (518/ 
2014, 1029/2021)  

x x x x x   

CE Strategic Programme  x x x  x   
Business Finland Bio and 
Circular RDI funding 
programme 

x x x x x x   

CE roadmaps (1 & 2.0) x x x x  x   
Agenda 2030 and 

Sustainable 
Development Strategy       

x  

Material Efficiency Programme 
Material efficiency 
commitments I and II 

x x x x x x x x 

Plastic roadmaps (1 & 
2.0) 

x x x x x x   

Muovimiljoona piloting 
funding   

x x x    

Government Decree 
(771/2021) on certain 
plastic products   

x   x   

Green Deal Agreement on 
SUP consumption 
reduction 

x x x   x  x 

Kokeilunpaikka.fi 
experimentation support   

x      

Bioeconomy strategy x      x   
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this section we introduce a more in-depth analysis of how different 
transformative governance approaches are enacted in the existing food 
packaging governance in Finland, and how key actors perceive these 
policies to have succeeded in creating favourable conditions for sus-
tainability transformation. The results are summarised in Table 4. 

According to the analysis of policy documents and expert interviews, 
all the major transformative governance approaches, including inte-
grative, inclusive, pluralistic, reflexive, anticipatory, and innovative, are 
in active use in Finland. The main emphasis seems to be on inclusive, 
pluralistic, and reflexive approaches building on collaborative gover-
nance, while innovative and anticipatory approaches are used less. 
Integrative approaches are also vital, as the CE policies and related in-
struments address not only the entire life cycle of packaging, but also 
different temporal and geographic scales. Furthermore, there is an 
increasing need for tighter integration particularly of climate gover-
nance with CE governance. Despite the broad application of trans-
formative approaches, our informants nonetheless held contradictory 
views on how well the adopted governance measures had managed to 
provide a basis for transformative change. Five key issues were identi-
fied that had significantly affected the ability of policies to boost 
transformation: the directionality of policies, policy coherence, 
addressing uncertainty, effectiveness vs. incrementalism, and 
innovativeness. 

4.2.1. Directionality and addressing the root cause: contestations over 
problems and solutions 

Two of the key aspects needed for governance to be transformative 
are directionality (Weber and Rohracher, 2012), meaning that the 
intended direction of transformation should be relatively clear to 
engaged actors, and that the root causes of unsustainability are 
addressed (Visseren-Hamakers et al., 2021). The review of various pol-
icies and governance approaches clearly shows that these have not been 
fully met. The sustainability goals, which should guide the direction of 
the transformation, range from solving the problems of plastic pollution 

to reducing the consumption of packaging and combating climate 
change. Thus, the goals may be mutually contested (Tables, 2 and 3). 
Several industry representatives expressed concern over conflicting 
pollution reduction and climate targets, for example related to a shift to 
packaging reuse, as exemplified here: 

‘[Single-use] plastic packaging is now being replaced with packaging 
with a larger carbon footprint than the plastic packaging it replaces. 
What, then, is the primary problem that should be solved—if it is 
global warming and carbon footprint, then they should be the main 
drivers, even if there is concern about plastics in the ocean. Which 
problem should be solved?’ (Interviewee 4) 

Several interviewees underline that the root cause of environmental 
problems is uncontrolled and mounting consumption of single-use 
plastic packaging due to retail and consumer cultures. In addition, 
insufficient plastics recycling also exacerbates environmental problems. 
The good performance and low price of plastics makes them ideal for 
food packaging, but the price does not cover the cost of all negative 
externalities caused by packaging waste, as highlighted by an 
interviewee. 

One of the key directives, SUPD, was set to combat plastics pollution 
and to address the increase in single-use packaging. The regulatory 
process and implementation have, however, not yet created favourable 
conditions for food packaging actors to innovate new solutions. In 
Finland, several interviewed industry representatives expressed acute 
frustration over this process, which they see as not complying with the 
EU’s evidence-based policymaking ambitions. One of the challenges has 
been the initial ambiguity of definitions, such as which types of food 
packaging are categorised as SUP packaging. There are also concerns 
over problem shifting, for example if one type of single-use packaging is 
replaced by another type of single-use packaging without reducing its 
total material use. 

Table 4 
Summary of key elements of transformative sustainability governance regarding plastic food packaging in Finland.  

Governance 
approach 

Examples of transformative elements in plastic food packaging governance 

Integrative A comprehensive mix of CE-related policies and instruments that covers the entire life cycle of food packaging from product design (incl., material safety), 
waste prevention and management (resource efficiency, recycling, reuse) (see also Tables 2 and 3) 
Policy targets address root causes 1) mounting consumption of single-use packaging due to retail and consumer cultures, and 2) insufficient plastics recycling 
(see Tables 2 and 3) 
A systemic approach to environmental challenges; integration of climate governance with CE governance (EU Green Deal, National Strategic CE programme) 
Multi-level governance: a variety of scales addressed (European, national, regional, municipal, households) 

Inclusive Packaging value chain stakeholders (industrial producers, users and recyclers) are the centre of attention in collaborative governance 
Collaborative instruments support inclusion by networking actors, enhancing collaboration and deliberation. As an example of building a public-private 
cooperation network in the implementation of the Plastics Roadmap 

Reflexive Formal and informal impact assessments, mainly ex-post evaluations and consultations, particularly related to EU regulation (e.g., PPWD) 
Acknowledging the unknown and the need for gathering data in national voluntary agreements (Material Efficiency Commitment, Green Deal Agreement) 
Awareness of the complexity and systemic nature of challenges present in collaborative measures 
Receptivity to new knowledge and willingness to redesign policies and activities according to this information (transformative capacity building), particularly 
related to collaborative instruments (Green Deal Agreement, Material Efficiency Agreement) 
Collaborative instruments, particularly the Plastics Roadmap, are designed as processes to foster and stimulate deliberation and learning and help in creating a 
joint understanding and language 

Pluralistic Acknowledging the need for new data and for increasing understanding (Plastics Roadmap, Material Efficiency Agreement and Green Deal Agreement) 
Considering several perspectives, data and knowledge sources (mainly from science and business communities and sometimes also citizens) (Plastics 
Roadmap) 
Collaborative knowledge production, e.g., collaboration with scientists and research projects to strengthen the evidence base (Plastics Roadmap, Material 
Efficiency Agreement, Green Deal Agreement) 
Sharing information about recent policy progress, RDI activities, and best practices (Plastics Roadmap) 
Efforts made to cross administrative silos and facilitate information exchange (Plastics Roadmap) 

Anticipatory Roadmapping (Plastics Roadmap, Sectoral Climate Roadmaps) and mid-term goal setting (National Strategic CE programme, PPWR, SUPD); some targets are 
more ambitious than others (e.g., packaging recycling), 
Joint target setting and committing to jointly agreed targets through collaborative instruments (Material Efficiency Agreement, Green Deal Agreement) 

Innovative Policy experimentation: use of voluntary agreements as policy tools to develop and find best practices (Material Efficiency Agreement, Green Deal Agreement) 
Small wins approach focusing particularly on improving the CE of plastics, including reaching progressive recycling targets 
Availability of RDI funding in certain areas, e.g., recycling (Business Finland Bio and Circular RDI funding programme) 
Building and supporting national ecosystems and value chain collaboration (Plastics Roadmap, Business Finland Bio and Circular RDI funding programme) 
Collaborative instruments foster RDI collaboration and joint project preparations (Plastics Roadmap, Green deal agreement, Material efficiency agreement)  
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4.2.2. High complexity and uncertainty challenge policy coherence 
Governance of plastic food packaging entails a comprehensive mix of 

policies, as well as mandatory and voluntary measures (Tables 2 and 3) 
covering the entire life cycle of food packaging from product design and 
material safety to waste management, including resource efficiency, 
recycling, reuse, and waste and pollution prevention. Plastic food 
packaging is governed primarily through CE policies and instruments, 
yet only a handful of instruments directly govern or regulate food 
packaging or consider the role of food packaging in the food value chain. 

The vast, constantly evolving policy mix is overwhelming industry 
stakeholders: ‘Now, because of CEAP and SUPD, we have been spinning like 
in a washing machine for three years. Regulation and initiatives are coming 
from all directions and yet no one understands the big picture.’ (Interviewee 
1). Several interviewed policy officials also agree with the challenge of 
keeping track of regulatory changes and endure the uncertainties that 
policy changes bring: 

‘It’s a challenge to really know exactly what is also happening in 
other commissions’ initiatives. We are doing our best, but it is a 
challenge because also they are working under a lot of time pressure 
and things are changing. So, we are doing our best, but, for example, 
we have just recently realised that some measures that we are 
considering on packaging waste prevention and reuse might really 
need to be part of the sustainable products initiative.’ (Interviewee 2) 

Thus, the rapidly evolving policy mix has created a demand for 
integrative approaches across multiple levels of governance (Table 4). 
The need for integrative approaches is likely to increase, as the process 
of incorporating climate and biodiversity governance into CE and 
packaging governance is still in its infancy: 

‘The confusion [among stakeholders] exists partly because this 
journey has begun—climate effects must be taken into consideration, 
and biodiversity must be considered. The same issues will be 
addressed through different legislation in slightly different ways, but 
they will still be brought to the fore. After all, this is still in progress 
and the need for information is also quite significant when we start 
comparing different material solutions during their entire life cycle 
… ’ (Interviewee 3) 

4.2.3. Uncertainty creates demand for collaborative governance 
Regardless of integrative efforts (Table 4), the contested sustain-

ability goals and evolving regulation create uncertainties for food- 
packaging value-chain actors who are key to realising systemic 
changes (cf. also Sundqvist-Andberg and Åkerman, 2022). This raises 
the importance of the inclusive, reflexive, and pluralistic governance 
approaches shown in Table 4. In Finland, these approaches are an in-
tegral part of collaborative governance which entails multi-stakeholder 
roadmapping and implementation processes, such as the Plastics 
Roadmap, and more formal voluntary agreements between ministries 
and industry and trade organisations, such as the Material Efficiency 
Commitment and the voluntary agreement in the national imple-
mentation of the SUPD. 

Collaborative measures are favoured by both public and private or-
ganisations to engage packaging value chain actors (e.g., industrial 
producers, users, and recyclers) in setting goals and finding ways to 
reach them, as well as enhancing collaboration, knowledge exchange, 
and deliberation. Yet ensuring sufficient engagement and inclusion can 
be challenging in practice: ‘[Voluntary commitments] are quite challenging 
from the inclusion point of view—who is involved, who might be unknowingly 
or unwillingly left out, or who will leave themselves out.’ (Interviewee 9). 
Nevertheless, in Finland, key value chain actors seem to be active across 
several, simultaneously occurring collaborative processes. However, the 
inclusion of consumers and citizens is still marginal, and citizens are 
perceived more as an object of actions or influence than as active 
stakeholders. Only one of the instruments, the Plastics Roadmap pro-
cess, entailed the use of public consultations and a citizen panel. 

Regarding the directionality of sustainability transition (see 4.2.1), 
besides various policy goals, another challenge shared by several 
interviewed stakeholders is difficulty knowing what ‘more sustainable’ 
food packaging is. Voluntary agreements and commitments form a key 
experimental policy tool that is used to gather information, create un-
derstanding of sustainability issues, and develop further policies and 
measures to foster transformation. For example, in existing commit-
ments, the first actions include data gathering to better understand both 
the problem (e.g., volumes of single-use plastic packaging consumption) 
and potential solutions (e.g., sustainability impacts of alternative 
packaging solutions) before setting binding targets, which in turn sup-
ports evidence-based policymaking. Thus, collaborative instruments are 
designed to acknowledge the unknown. 

4.2.4. Effectiveness of policies and governance approaches 
The PPW and SUP directives are key regulatory instruments of sus-

tainability governance of packaging, in which extended producer re-
sponsibility schemes form a key implementation measure. Despite the 
recent and significant changes in national EPR schemes, the effective-
ness of producer responsibility for reducing packaging consumption or 
waste has been limited. As indicated by an interviewee, while the eco- 
modulation of producer responsibility fees, i.e., rewarding the use of 
recyclable packaging materials, acts as an incentive, it might not be 
effective enough to reduce consumption. Up until the recently proposed 
Packaging and Packaging Waste Regulation, quantitative regulatory 
targets and measures focused on improving packaging waste recycling, 
as pointed out here: 

‘There is still a contradiction in the EU’s approach to plastic pack-
aging. When the EU develops legislation, it sets recycling re-
quirements for packaging. It does not set [quantitative] requirements 
for reusability or packaging reduction.’ (Interviewee 4) 

Due to the uncertainties and complexities of sustainability trans-
formation, a focus on deliberation and small wins seems to prevail. 
(Table 4). Despite providing evidence and a better understanding of 
packaging sustainability issues, voluntary agreements have not been 
effective in pushing the change forward. For example, the leading in-
dustry organisation representing the packaging sector seems to have 
played a wait-and-see game. Instead of actively driving the change to 
reduce SUP consumption or support reuse, the organisation remains 
passive. A similar attitude is seen in food companies, none of which so 
far have made company-specific agreements under the national volun-
tary agreement implementing the SUPD. This puts pressure on policy-
makers to start using stringent legislative instruments. 

To summarise, while several policy measures have been set to reduce 
the consumption of food packaging (Tables 2 and 3), their trans-
formative power to curb the growing consumption of single-use pack-
aging has been weak. 

‘It’s happening but it’s not happening enough, because while we are 
doing all this, packaging is still increasing in terms of the generation 
in absolute numbers, and this is not only related to more consump-
tion. It’s also more packaging per capita, so really in absolute and 
relative terms we are consuming more packaging.’ (Interviewee 6) 

4.2.5. Transformativeness: reactive rather than anticipatory and innovative 
National waste legislation and related EPR schemes have been 

evolving to better address the polluter-pays principle and improve 
recycling in particular. While EPR schemes have succeeded in 
complying with previous recycling targets, reaching upcoming targets 
for plastics packaging is considered demanding, as exemplified here: 

‘In the next two years, it will be quite a hassle to go through all these 
changes. Even one of them would have been quite big but having 
three or four big changes at the same time: increasing the Ecopoint 
[collection] network, starting residential collection and participating 

H. Sundqvist and M. Åkerman                                                                                                                                                                                                               



Journal of Cleaner Production 434 (2024) 140296

9

in the costs, the covering litter clean-up costs and the definition of 
the service package coming from the SUP [directive]. So, I would say 
that these are really big changes.’ (Interviewee 4) 

The current governance is thus reactive and leans strongly on 
complying with recycling policies, while anticipatory and innovative 
approaches are limited (Table 4). For example, impact assessments rely 
on ex-post evaluations, while ex-ante assessments related to new, sug-
gested policies are still missing. In addition, current EPR schemes do not 
foster innovation or renewal, as the main incentive for stakeholders is to 
comply with rising recycling targets at minimum cost. 

The role of innovative approaches and innovation policies is recog-
nised as important by many interviewed stakeholders, who emphasised 
that reaching policy targets, such as those addressing recycling and 
reuse, requires RDI activities and stakeholder collaboration. In Finland, 
RDI funding is more available for issues like plastics recycling, including 
building national ecosystems, and value chain collaboration. Then 
again, packaging reuse has attracted relatively little research interest 
and funding. While some funding of experimentation and research exists 
around packaging reuse (Tables 3 and 4), current innovation policy in-
centives have been insufficient to initiate a more radical, system-level 
transformation, like a shift from a single-use to reusable packaging 
system would be. However, in 2023, driven by the voluntary Green Deal 
Agreement and proposed PPW regulation, key sectoral associations from 
the retail and food sectors started to prepare a joint research project in 
collaboration with research organisations and companies to investigate 
and develop a system for reusable take-away food packaging. Despite 
the recent progress, innovation policy measures for food packaging are 
still incoherent and further resources are needed to reach the policy 
targets. 

5. Discussion: benefits and challenges of applying principles of 
transformative governance in practice 

While joint operationalisation and implementation of different 
governance approaches to address the root cause of unsustainability is 
suggested as a prerequisite for governance to be transformative (Vis-
seren-Hamakers et al., 2021), the reality is more complex. The exercise 
of categorising existing governance efforts under the six transformative 
approaches showed that all these governance approaches are actively 

applied in the current plastic food packaging governance in Finland. Our 
stakeholder interviews also clearly showed that despite this, the key 
actors found the transformative power of existing policies to be limited 
for various reasons. One reason appears to be particularly the joint 
implementation and following interplay between different types of 
policies, which may either strengthen or weaken each other. To get a 
clearer understanding of this interplay, we have identified the benefits 
and trade-offs of joint implementation in Table 5. 

Table 5 shows that there are several benefits in applying the prin-
ciples of transformative governance. For example, inclusiveness through 
participatory processes helps combine multiple perspectives and 
enhance deliberation, reflexiveness, and reflexivity. This is clearly 
needed to tackle the uncertainties caused by contested sustainability 
goals and changing regulation. There is also evidence that collaborative 
governance, characterised by inclusive, reflexive, and pluralistic ap-
proaches, can improve the capacity building needed for developing and 
implementing further transformative policies and measures. Further-
more, our analysis indicates that there are benefits in implementing 
regulatory measures through collaborative governance, as collaborative, 
voluntary measures create conditions for stakeholders to jointly find and 
develop best practices for achieving regulatory targets. Furthermore, 
collaborative governance has facilitated the building up of new net-
works and inclusion of novel players, which will open new perspectives 
in the established field of food packaging. 

Our analysis also showed that although the principles of trans-
formative governance are actively applied in Finland, their ability to 
create conditions for sustainability transformation have been limited. 
The simultaneous implementation of different approaches has created 
impeding interactions that challenge the joint implementation and 
effectiveness of efforts, as shown in Table 5. For example, contradictory 
stakeholder interests hindered achieving the instrumental purposes of 
voluntary, collaborative measures. This is in line with previous findings 
in the collaborative governance literature (Hysing, 2020). The 
obstructive effect of contradictory interests is seen particularly when 
implementing the SUP directive through voluntary agreement. While 
collaboration can increase stakeholders’ understanding of sustainable 
packaging and its complexities, willingness to act upon it remains 
limited. The gap between increasing understanding and taking action in 
the context of conflicting interests is also indicated in a recent study by 
Phelan et al. (2022). Similarly, previous research has also shown that 

Table 5 
Examples of reinforcing and impeding interactions in the joint implementation of transformative approaches in food packaging governance.  

Joint implementation Benefits of joint implementation (Reinforcing interactions) Challenges and trade-offs in joint implementation (Impeding 
interactions) 

Regulatory and 
collaborative governance 
modes 

Developing best practices to advance transformation 
Implementing binding regulation through voluntary and collaborative 
measures can help stakeholders to find and develop best practices. 
Setting binding targets (e.g., SUPD and proposed reuse targets in PPWR) 
can motivate stakeholders committed to voluntary agreements to initiate 
joint research on developing a packaging reuse system (e.g., Green Deal 
Agreement). 

Low effectiveness and slow progress if stakeholders are not 
committed and motivated to transformation 
Implementation of binding regulation through voluntary means may be 
slow and remain insufficient, if stakeholders use voluntary measures to 
play ‘a waiting game’ (e.g., packaging reuse/Green Deal Agreement). 

Reflexive, inclusive, and 
pluralistic approaches 

Supporting transformative capacity building 
Joint implementation can foster learning and transformative capacity 
building, furthering an understanding of what sustainability is in the 
context of plastics food packaging transformation. 

Increases understanding and capacities, but not necessarily 
incentives, for taking informed action 
While collaboration can increase stakeholders’ understanding of 
sustainable packaging and its complexities, willingness to act upon it 
may remain limited. 

Inclusive, innovative, and 
anticipatory approaches 

Helps build networks and RDI collaboration opportunities 
Inclusion of key stakeholders in collaborative measures can help initiate 
RDI collaborations and joint project preparations (e.g., Plastics 
Roadmap, Green Deal Agreement). 

Conflicting interests may hinder ambitious target setting 
Broad inclusiveness may hinder ambitious target setting and renewal, if 
participants feel that the targets contradict their interests (e.g., Plastics 
Roadmap, Green Deal Agreement). 

Integrative, anticipatory, 
and innovative 
approaches 

Supporting development of future-oriented policy mixes and 
experimentation 
Helps develop policy mixes that support both exnovation (e.g., reduction 
of single-use packaging consumption) and innovation (mainly recycling) 
needed to comply with upcoming regulatory targets. 
Use of participatory roadmapping (Plastics Roadmap) can enable goal 
setting, support implementation of EU strategies, and identify RDI- 
related needs and actions. 

Institutional ambiguities and limited directionality can lead to 
reactive rather than proactive governance 
Constantly and rapidly evolving EU environmental policies and failures 
in policy integration have created uncertainties and led to reactive 
governance – complying with near-future policy targets and regulation 
(mainly recycling and EPR) while proactive governance, building on 
anticipatory and innovative approaches and measures, has attracted less 
attention.  
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innovative, radical approaches to achieving ambitious environmental 
targets are not likely to be emphasised in collaborative processes that 
aim at building consensus and joint targets (Newig et al., 2018; Qi and 
Ran, 2023). This inability to adopt genuinely innovative approaches was 
also reflected in our results. Our study thus confirms the claims that 
advocating radical change through collaborative governance is not easy, 
as systemic change often means that some existing players and modes of 
production will be phased out. 

Furthermore, our results show that institutional ambiguities and 
limited directionality have led to reactive rather than proactive gover-
nance. Anticipatory and innovative approaches play only a minor part in 
the comprehensive mix of policies and instruments, which are set to 
address an undesired direction of change, i.e., growing environmental 
problems caused by increasing packaging production and consumption. 
While policies aim at addressing the root cause of the problems caused 
by food packaging, the analysis shows that there are still significant gaps 
between current policy goals and actions, in line with recent findings by 
Calisto Friant et al. (2021) and Fitch-Roy et al. (2020). In addition, there 
are coordination challenges between sectoral, like agro-food and waste 
policies, and cross-cutting, like innovation and CE policies. This is 
problematic, as directionality and alignment between multiple, over-
lapping policies and policy goals is needed for transformation (Markard 
et al., 2020). This failure also affects the success of governance efforts 
towards inclusive and pluralistic approaches, if several key players in 
the packaging sector or food system or providers of new innovative food 
delivery solutions, for example, are not fully engaged in the process. 

While setting increasing recycling targets and monitoring the per-
formance of waste and recycling systems have advanced sustainability 
transformation, there is a risk that if the focus is mainly on implications 
rather than root causes, the transformation will be slow. Significant 
rethinking and redesigning of existing food production, delivery, and 
consumption systems and related food retail and consumption cultures 
would be needed to support and drive an uptake and upscale of reusable 
packaging systems. Overall, policymaking and sustainability gover-
nance could entail even more ambitious, visionary approaches by 
making better use of experimentation, innovation, modelling, and ex- 
ante impact evaluations, as also pointed out by Jacob and Ekins 
(2020). Finally, the analysis shows that applying principles of trans-
formative governance as suggested by Visseren-Hamakers et al. (2021) 
is necessary, but not effective enough to create conditions that 
encourage and motivate key actors to advance in sustainability trans-
formation. Clearly, the tensions between collaboration, learning, 
consensus, and innovative governance should be more systematically 
investigated in the transformative sustainability governance literature. 

6. Conclusions 

The mapping of policy measures and use of transformative gover-
nance analysis frame showed that: 

- Plastic food packaging governance is both reactive and trans-
formative in its move towards a circular economy, as it fosters 
packaging recycling but does not yet sufficiently address the root 
cause of plastics pollution and thus contributes more to weak than 
strong sustainability.  

- Innovation policy measures need to be strengthened to create social, 
technological, and business innovations, related experiments, and 
investments to advance food packaging sustainability. 

- Further actions are necessary to reduce plastic packaging consump-
tion, not only through material efficiency measures, but also by 
transforming current retail and consumption cultures.  

- Regulatory measures play an important role in this by setting 
quantitative targets for packaging reuse and fostering the develop-
ment of nationwide packaging reuse and refill systems.  

- To shift from reactive to proactive governance, more emphasis is 
needed on anticipatory approaches, like carrying out ex-ante impact 
evaluations when designing new policies and regulation.  

- Integrative governance also should be strengthened to improve 
directionality and policy coherence, especially as the scope of the 
EU’s policies addressing food packaging is widening from safe CE to 
climate change mitigation and biodiversity protection. 

Finally, while the theory-driven analytical frame building on the 
work of Visseren-Hamakers et al. (2021) enabled analysing the trans-
formativeness of current governance, the frame also has limitations and 
weaknesses. The results show that applying principles of transformative 
governance is necessary but not sufficient in practice for creating the 
conditions for sustainability transformation. Further work is needed 
particularly to improve the operationalisation of different approaches. 
In addition, most of the original approaches, including reflexive, inclu-
sive and pluralistic, are part of collaborative governance. When jointly 
implemented with innovative and anticipatory approaches, these ap-
proaches may in the best case help advance transformation but may also 
risk slowing down progress, particularly in the case of low directionality 
and policy integration. While joint implementation of different ap-
proaches and modes of governance is necessary, the importance of an 
individual approach to transformation may be context specific. 
Furthermore, joint implementation is not always easy and may in the 
worst case even weaken the transformative power. There is clearly a 
need for more research on how to overcome the impeding interaction 
between different transformative approaches. As regards food packaging 
governance, comparative studies between different EU member states 
could shed new light on context-specific differences in the imple-
mentation of EU policies through different transformative governance 
approaches. 
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Appendix A  

Table A.1 
List of interviewees.  

Type of organisation Interviewee role Year 

Ministry 1 Programme Manager 2019 and 2022 
Ministry 1 Senior Ministerial Adviser 2019 and 2022 
Ministry 1 Ministerial Adviser 2020 
Ministry 2 Chief Specialist 2020 
Ministry 2 Ministerial Adviser 2020 
Ministry 3 Ministerial Adviser 2020 
Sustainable development company Senior Expert 2020 
Sustainable development company Expert 2020 
Sustainable development company Expert 2020 
Industry association 1 CEO 2020 and 2022 
Industry association 2 CEO 2020 and 2022 
Industry association 3 Expert 1 2020 
Industry association 3 Expert 2 2022 
Industry association 4 CEO 2020 and 2022 
Industry association 5 Manager 2020 
Industry association 6 CEO 2022 
Industry association 6 Director 2022 
Producer responsibility organisation 1 VP 2020 
Producer responsibility organisation 1 Expert 2022 
Producer responsibility organisation 2 CEO 2020 
Research organisation 1 Senior Scientist 2020 
Research organisation 1 Vice President 2020 
Research organisation 2 Senior Scientist 2020 
Research organisation 3 CEO 2020 
European Commission Policy officer 1 2021 
European Commission Policy officer 2 2021  
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