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Abstract 

Case summary: Arjun Verma, a data scientist at an artificial intelligence startup specializing in environmental technology, 

has joined forces with Neha Singh, the operations head of FoodEco—a prominent food delivery service. Together, they are 

dedicated to addressing the pressing issue of plastic waste generated by the food delivery industry, a challenge that has 

significant implications for environmental sustainability. Over a six-month collaboration, Arjun and Neha focus on 

developing and implementing AI-driven sustainable packaging solutions. Their partnership leverages Arjun’s expertise in 

data analytics and machine learning to create innovative approaches that optimize packaging materials, enhance 

recyclability, and reduce overall waste. Neha’s experience in operations management allows her to navigate the logistical 

hurdles of introducing these new packaging solutions within FoodEco’s existing infrastructure. However, the duo 

encounters several challenges throughout their initiative. Cost constraints pose a significant barrier, as sustainable materials 

often come at a premium compared to traditional plastic options. Additionally, achieving widespread adoption within the 

company and among customers requires effective communication and training to ensure that stakeholders understand the 

benefits of transitioning to sustainable alternatives. Furthermore, technological limitations in the current supply chain 

necessitate continued refinement of packaging solutions to balance efficiency and environmental impact. Despite these 

challenges, Arjun and Neha’s collaborative efforts highlight the potential for innovative technologies to contribute 

meaningfully to sustainability in the food delivery sector. Their work embodies a commitment not only to reducing plastic 

waste but also to fostering a more environmentally responsible industry. 

Background information: The Need to Transition from Plastic Food Delivery Systems in India 

India’s food delivery market has witnessed exponential growth in recent years, fuelled by the widespread adoption of online 

platforms. As of 2023, India’s online food delivery industry is valued at approximately $15 billion and continues to grow 

at a double-digit annual rate. This growth is driven by increasing urbanization, a tech-savvy population, and changing 

consumer lifestyles that prioritize convenience. With an estimated 250 million users ordering food online in 2023, the 

sector has become a key component of India's economy. However, this rapid expansion has come with significant 

environmental costs. The widespread use of plastic for packaging in the food delivery system has led to alarming levels of 

waste. A 2022 study by the Central Pollution Control Board (CPCB) estimated that over 3.5 million tons of plastic waste 

are generated annually in India, a large portion of which comes from single-use plastics in the food delivery and takeaway 
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industry. Plastic waste contributes to clogged drains, polluted water bodies, and threats to wildlife, while also exacerbating 

climate change due to its non-biodegradable nature. 

 

Source: We Need Sustainable Food Packaging Now. Here’s Why. | Earth.Org 

The need to avoid plastic in food delivery systems is therefore both urgent and essential. Transitioning to sustainable 

alternatives not only addresses environmental concerns but also aligns with India’s commitment to banning single-use 

plastics and achieving its sustainable development goals (SDGs). This transition is crucial to mitigate the harmful impacts 

of plastic pollution while supporting a healthier and more responsible ecosystem for India's growing food delivery market. 

Variables used in the study: 

Input (Materials, technology, energy, labor, customer preferences) 

(Materials: Packaging materials (e.g., biodegradable containers, glass, or reusable options). 

(Technology: Platforms and applications for order placement, tracking, and payment.) 

(Energy: Fuel for delivery vehicles or renewable energy sources (e.g., electric vehicles). 

(Labor: Delivery personnel and support staff.) 

(Customer Preferences: Data on customer behavior and demand for sustainable packaging.) 

Dataset used in the study: 

• OrderID: Unique identifier for each delivery. 

• CustomerLocation: Location of the customer (e.g., urban, suburban, rural). 

• PackagingType: Type of packaging used (e.g., Plastic, Biodegradable, Glass). 

• DeliveryDistance: Distance of delivery in kilometers. 

• DeliveryTime: Time taken to deliver in minutes. 

• FuelUsed: Fuel consumption in liters (or energy used for EVs). 

• CarbonEmissions: CO₂ emissions for the delivery (kg). 

• SustainablePackaging: Binary indicator (1 if sustainable, 0 if not). 

• CustomerSatisfaction: Rating given by the customer (1-5). 

Challenges: 

The case aims to highlight the potential of AI in addressing sustainability challenges in the food delivery industry, 

specifically tackling plastic waste. It demonstrates the collaboration between technology and operations teams to implement 

innovative, AI-driven solutions while navigating challenges related to cost, technology, and customer adoption. Challenges 

https://earth.org/sustainable-food-packaging/
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are an inherent part of personal and professional growth. They test our resilience and adaptability, pushing us beyond our 

perceived limits. Embracing challenges fosters innovation and creativity, as we are often driven to find novel solutions 

when faced with adversity. 

The key learning objectives include: 

1. Understanding the role of AI in promoting sustainability. 

2. Analysing the challenges of integrating technology with business operations. 

3. Exploring strategies to balance cost-effectiveness with environmental goals. 

4. Evaluating the scalability and impact of sustainable innovations in a competitive market. 

Delivery model for the study: 

Input                →                Process                →                Output 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Baseline Data                       Packaging Transition                      Waste Reduction 

Resources                             Route Optimization                        Lower CO₂ Emissions 

Stakeholder Engagement      EV Adoption                               Improved Efficiency 

Regulatory Framework         Awareness Programs                        Higher Satisfaction 

                                               Performance Monitoring                 Stronger Branding 

Inputs refer to the resources required to initiate and sustain the delivery process. 

• Materials: Packaging materials (e.g., biodegradable containers, glass, or reusable options). 

• Technology: Platforms and applications for order placement, tracking, and payment. 

• Energy: Fuel for delivery vehicles or renewable energy sources (e.g., electric vehicles). 

• Labor: Delivery personnel and support staff. 

• Customer Preferences: Data on customer behavior and demand for sustainable packaging. 

Processes 

Processes involve the activities and systems that transform inputs into efficient delivery mechanisms. 

• Order Management: Receiving and managing food orders through digital platforms. 

• Packaging: Selection and use of sustainable, non-plastic packaging solutions. 

• Logistics Optimization: Route planning to reduce delivery time, fuel consumption, and emissions. 

• Quality Control: Ensuring food safety and the integrity of packaging during transit. 

• Communication: Informing customers about eco-friendly packaging and promoting waste management 

practices. 

• Data Collection: Tracking key metrics such as delivery times, fuel usage, and packaging types. 

Outputs 

Outputs are the outcomes generated by the delivery model, which should be assessed for sustainability and effectiveness. 
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• Environmental Impact: Reduction in plastic waste and carbon footprint. 

• Customer Satisfaction: Feedback on food quality, timely delivery, and packaging. 

• Waste Metrics: Amount of packaging waste diverted from landfills (e.g., composted or recycled). 

• Economic Efficiency: Cost-effectiveness of sustainable materials and logistics. 

• Social Impact: Improved awareness of sustainability among stakeholders and customers. 

Delivery Model Measurement: Inputs, Processes, and Outputs 

To ensure sustainability and efficiency in food delivery models, a structured framework for measurement is essential. 

This involves evaluating the inputs, processes, and outputs to align operations with environmental and economic goals. 

1. Inputs 

Inputs refer to the resources required to initiate and sustain the delivery process. 

• Materials: Packaging materials (e.g., biodegradable containers, glass, or reusable options). 

• Technology: Platforms and applications for order placement, tracking, and payment. 

• Energy: Fuel for delivery vehicles or renewable energy sources (e.g., electric vehicles). 

• Labor: Delivery personnel and support staff. 

• Customer Preferences: Data on customer behavior and demand for sustainable packaging. 

2. Processes 

Processes involve the activities and systems that transform inputs into efficient delivery mechanisms. 

• Order Management: Receiving and managing food orders through digital platforms. 

• Packaging: Selection and use of sustainable, non-plastic packaging solutions. 

• Logistics Optimization: Route planning to reduce delivery time, fuel consumption, and emissions. 

• Quality Control: Ensuring food safety and the integrity of packaging during transit. 

• Communication: Informing customers about eco-friendly packaging and promoting waste management 

practices. 

• Data Collection: Tracking key metrics such as delivery times, fuel usage, and packaging types. 

 Outputs 

Outputs are the outcomes generated by the delivery model, which should be assessed for sustainability and effectiveness. 

• Environmental Impact: Reduction in plastic waste and carbon footprint. 

• Customer Satisfaction: Feedback on food quality, timely delivery, and packaging. 

• Waste Metrics: Amount of packaging waste diverted from landfills (e.g., composted or recycled). 

• Economic Efficiency: Cost-effectiveness of sustainable materials and logistics. 

• Social Impact: Improved awareness of sustainability among stakeholders and customers. 
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Measurement and KPIs 

To evaluate the delivery model effectively, specific Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) should be tracked: 

• Sustainable Packaging Ratio: Percentage of orders using eco-friendly materials. 

• Fuel Efficiency: Fuel consumption per delivery. 

• Carbon Emissions: Total emissions per delivery. 

• Delivery Time: Average time per order. 

• Customer Feedback: Ratings and comments on sustainability and service quality. 

• Recycling Rate: Percentage of packaging materials recycled or composted. 

Role of Ai in sustainable packaging: 

As the demand to reduce plastic waste intensifies, artificial intelligence (AI) offers innovative solutions for fostering 

sustainable packaging in the food delivery sector. AI is driving advancements in key areas: 

Material Innovation: AI accelerates the discovery of eco-friendly materials by analysing extensive datasets of material 

properties. Machine learning models can identify biodegradable, recyclable, or reusable alternatives that match or 

outperform plastic in functionality. For companies like FoodEco, which prioritizes sustainability, this translates into cost-

effective, environmentally friendly packaging solutions. 

Packaging Optimization: AI-driven generative design enables companies to create efficient packaging that uses fewer 

materials, weighs less, and is easier to recycle or compost. Additionally, AI provides insights into materials with the lowest 

environmental impact, empowering businesses to make informed decisions in their packaging designs. 

Waste Management and Recycling: AI enhances recycling processes through tools like image recognition algorithms 

that accurately identify packaging materials. This ensures proper sorting and reduces contamination, addressing a critical 

challenge in recycling. 

Supply Chain Efficiency: AI optimizes supply chains by analyzing patterns in packaging use and delivery routes. This 

minimizes waste and improves logistics, ensuring just the right amount of packaging is used for each delivery. 

Consumer Engagement: AI-powered apps educate consumers on recycling and incentivize sustainable choices, fostering 

greater participation in eco-friendly practices. 

Key stakeholders like Neha Singh, operations head at FoodEco, are leveraging AI to transition to sustainable packaging, 

while Arjun Verma, a data scientist at GreenLens Technologies, develops AI algorithms to revolutionize recycling. 

Together, they pave the way for a more sustainable food delivery ecosystem. 

Sustainable Food Packaging:  

Sustainable food packaging is critical to minimizing environmental impact and supporting long-term resource efficiency.  

1. Recyclable Materials 

Utilizing materials such as paper, cardboard, glass, and certain plastics that can be recycled into new products reduces the 

demand for virgin raw materials and helps divert waste from landfills. 

2. Bio-Based Packaging 

Employing biodegradable and bio-based materials offers a lower environmental footprint, providing an eco-friendly 

alternative to traditional packaging. 
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3. Bamboo Packaging 

Bamboo, a renewable resource known for its strength and resistance to pests, is a biodegradable and compostable material 

that can decompose within two to six months. 

4. Glass Packaging 

Glass is a durable and non-reactive material suitable for food packaging. It is highly recyclable and can be produced in 

transparent or coloured forms to enhance food preservation. 

5. Nanotechnology Applications 

Nanotechnology can enhance packaging performance by improving mechanical strength, barrier properties, and shelf life, 

thereby reducing food waste. 

6. Societal Sustainability 

Incorporating ethical considerations, such as ensuring fair working conditions for suppliers, is essential in fostering a 

sustainable and equitable supply chain. 

7. Avoiding Over-Packaging 

Minimizing the use of packaging throughout the supply chain reduces material consumption and waste. 

8. Additional Strategies 

• Promoting best practices for recycling and disposal. 

• Shipping products in smaller, more efficient packaging. 

• Exploring edible packaging solutions. 

• Developing plantable packaging that can grow into plants when disposed of. 

By integrating these approaches, businesses can effectively balance functionality, environmental impact, and 

social responsibility in food packaging. 

 

 Sample analysis: 
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Implementation and Results: Transitioning to Sustainability at Eco Foods 

Eco Foods implemented a multi-step strategy to integrate sustainable practices into its food delivery operations, focusing 

on packaging, logistics, and customer engagement. The company replaced conventional plastic packaging with 

biodegradable and compostable alternatives while introducing reusable containers for premium customers, incentivizing 

their return through discounts. To enhance operational efficiency, Eco Foods adopted advanced route optimization software, 

reducing delivery distances, fuel consumption, and emissions. Additionally, the company transitioned to electric vehicles 

(EVs) for last-mile deliveries in urban areas, significantly cutting carbon emissions. Customer engagement was 

strengthened through awareness campaigns that educated users about sustainable packaging and recycling, coupled with 

incentives for eco-friendly delivery options. Performance was tracked using a robust KPI-based dashboard monitoring 

metrics like emissions, delivery times, packaging types, and customer satisfaction. 

The results were substantial. Plastic use decreased by 75% within six months, diverting approximately 1.2 tons of 

packaging waste from landfills monthly. Optimized delivery routes and EV integration reduced CO₂ emissions by 30% and 

fuel consumption by 25%. Customer participation in recycling programs reached 60%, with satisfaction scores rising by 

12% due to visible sustainability initiatives. While initial costs for sustainable materials and EVs posed challenges, 

operational savings and enhanced brand loyalty offset these expenses. Eco Foods’ transition demonstrates the feasibility of 

achieving sustainability in food delivery without compromising service quality. Key insights included the importance of 

early investment in sustainable technologies, effective customer education to foster engagement, and the scalability of EV 

adoption in urban areas. Future efforts will focus on leveraging AI for material innovation, expanding EV fleets, and 

establishing a fully sustainable supply chain, solidifying Eco Foods' position as a leader in sustainable food delivery. 

Conclusion: 

Eco Foods’ transition to sustainable delivery practices exemplifies its commitment to aligning with the United Nations 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production) and SDG 13 

(Climate Action). By replacing plastic packaging with eco-friendly alternatives, optimizing delivery routes, adopting 

electric vehicles, and fostering customer participation in recycling, the company significantly reduced waste, emissions, 

and environmental impact. These efforts demonstrate that sustainability and operational efficiency can coexist, driving a 

circular economy and fostering collective responsibility. Eco Foods’ approach serves as a replicable model for businesses 

aiming to meet global sustainability goals while enhancing stakeholder value. 

Appendices:1 

Before Implementation 

Metric Value Challenges Identified 

Packaging Type 

Usage 

70% plastic, 30% 

sustainable 
High reliance on plastic causing environmental harm. 
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Average Delivery 

Distance 
12 km Inefficient route planning leading to higher emissions and fuel costs. 

Carbon Emissions 
0.25 kg CO₂ per 

order 

Significant contribution to carbon footprint due to fossil fuel-based delivery 

vehicles and non-biodegradable waste. 

Customer 

Satisfaction 

Average rating: 

3.2/5 

Dissatisfaction with packaging quality and perceived lack of eco-

friendliness. 

Waste Disposal 
20% recycled, 80% 

landfilled 
Poor recycling practices causing increased landfill usage. 

 

After implementation  

Metric Value Challenges Identified 

Packaging Type Usage 80% sustainable, 20% plastic 

Transition to biodegradable, reusable, or plant-

based packaging materials significantly reduces 

plastic usage. 

Average Delivery Distance 9 km 

Optimized route planning using AI and data 

analytics decreases fuel consumption and delivery 

times. 

Carbon Emissions 0.15 kg CO₂ per order 
Use of electric or hybrid vehicles combined with 

shorter routes cuts emissions by 40%. 

Customer Satisfaction Average rating: 4.5/5 
Positive feedback on eco-friendly practices and 

improved service quality. 

Waste Disposal 
70% recycled, 30% 

composted 

Enhanced recycling and composting systems 

minimize landfill dependence. 

 

  Sample data  

Ord

erID 

Custo

merL

ocatio

n 

Packagin

gType 

Deliver

yDistan

ce 

Delivery

Time 

Fuel

Used 

Carbon

Emission

s 

Sustainabl

ePackaging 
CustomerSatisfaction 

1 Urban Plastic 13.2 17.33 0.296 0.225 1 3 

2 Rural 
Biodegra

dable 
2.6 38.91 1.815 0.184 1 3 

3 
Subur

ban 
Plastic 4.07 39.33 1.06 0.127 1 1 

4 Urban 
Biodegra

dable 
18.07 43.68 1.67 0.253 1 2 

5 Urban Glass 12.52 47.67 0.708 0.221 1 2 

6 Urban Plastic 1.17 58.91 1.801 0.091 1 5 

7 Urban Plastic 2.93 38.23 0.839 0.278 1 2 

8 
Subur

ban 

Biodegra

dable 
13.61 29.53 0.121 0.256 1 4 

 


