
Tough Decisions 

Reusable Vs. Single-Use Packaging. 
Two key factors to consider 
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There is no question that the temperature 

stability of a shipping or transit solution is 

important in shipping temperature-sensitive 

products, like pharmaceuticals. However, not 

all temperature-controlled shipping solutions 

are the same. 

 

Single-use containers tend to be focused around 

initial cost. This means they may be created 

using lighter, disposable material, like EPS or 

PUR. The refrigerants may also use lower cost 

materials, like water based flexible gel packs or 

gel blankets. Depending on the packaging 

material used, some single-use solutions can be 

reused, however, the number of uses is limited 

and typically these systems are isolated to open 

loop logistics systems where cost effective return 

of the packaging is not practical. 

Multiple use containers tend to be a bit costlier in 

the short run, but may be made of more durable 

materials, such as coated EPS, EPP, or other 

plastics. Companies may also choose to use 

refrigerants that can be reused as well. These 

tend to have a thick plastic bottle that stores the 

phase change material (PCM) rather than a thin 

plastic film that may leak or wear thin after 

repeated use. There are costs associated with 

the return of these products and with their 

reconditioning, but after a few uses, the products 

more than pay for themselves. 

Two key factors that contribute to the decision, 

beyond the temperature controls and 

specifications themselves, are the financial and 

environmental impacts of single-use versus 

reusable containers. 

 

 

Finding a balance between 

financial and environmental 

impacts of single-use versus 

reusable containers. 

“Two key factors that contribute to the 

decision, beyond the temperature controls 

and specifications themselves, are the 

financial and environmental impacts of 

single-use versus reusable containers.” 

http://www.temptrust.mesalabs.com
http://temptrust.mesalabs.com/packaging/packaging-components/eps-foam-coolers/
http://temptrust.mesalabs.com/pur-foam-coolers/
http://temptrust.mesalabs.com/pur-foam-coolers/
http://temptrust.mesalabs.com/packaging/reusable-packaging/
http://temptrust.mesalabs.com/packaging/packaging-components/pcms/
http://temptrust.mesalabs.com/packaging/reusable-packaging/
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First let’s compare how reusable and single-use 

containers impact the environment. It simply 

makes sense that a container you can use 

repeatedly is better for the environment than one 

that can only be used once and then discarded. In 

fact, recent studies have concluded these 

environmental benefits are actually multiplied as 

the volume of products you ship increases. 

For example, if your reusable packaging has more 

than a 50% reuse rate (vs single use containers) 

an efficient closed-loop system, 50 reusable 

containers can deliver the same amount of 

product as approximately 2,000 single-use 

containers. 

It has also been shown that reusable containers 

can even help to reduce waste by proactively 

preventing it before it’s created. By lowering the 

demand for single-use containers, less of the 

materials will be used. Reusable packaging 

components also can be recycled or reclaimed 

when no longer usable, and made into other items 

resulting in even less waste going into landfills. 

In addition to their increased popularity in 

pharmaceuticals and healthcare, reusable 

containers in closed-loop logistics systems are 

already being used widely in a number of 

industries by businesses and brands looking to 

reduce their carbon footprint. These include the 

food and beverage, manufacturing, and retail and 

consumer products industries. 

 

According to an article published recently by the 

Reusable Packaging Association (RPA), a 

company’s switch to reusable packaging in the 

supply chain has the potential to have positive 

financial impacts in a number of different areas, 

including “revenue enhancement, capital 

utilization, and operating expense reduction.” 

The Environmental Impact of 

Single Use Containers 

The Financial Impact of 

Reusable Packaging 

http://www.temptrust.mesalabs.com
http://www.reusables.org
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The need for less storage space results in 

enhanced profitability, as does the ability for 

products packaged in reusable containers to 

move through the supply chain with more 

accuracy and speed due to better labeling and 

tracking features such as RFID technology. 

Reusable packaging can reduce operating 

expenses in several ways. For example, because 

it’s typically more rigid and durable than single-

use packaging material, it better protects the 

products inside during shipping. 

Reusable systems also have an additional 

benefit. The more robust the system, the less 

likely it will generate a failure in transit. Since this 

failure can result in lost product and customer 

issues, there is an associated cost. These 

systems also tend to provide much better 

durations and can be exposed to more extreme 

temperatures without failure. 

In the pharmaceutical, healthcare, and food 

industries, the introduction of plastic reusable 

packaging has reduced or eliminated fibrous 

materials such as paper, cardboard and wood 

from production areas, according to the RPA. 

This has led to both better hygiene in the 

production environments and cleaner products. 

Durable, thicker materials also more resistant to 

moisture, dust particulates and other 

contaminates. All this translates to reduced 

product loss. 

 

Doing something good for the environment is 

noteworthy and worthwhile; however, you can 

expect to pay more up front for reusable 

packaging because of its durability. In the long-

run, you should see savings if you achieve the 

optimal number of uses for your ROI. “If a 

company is looking strictly at per unit 

procurement cost, expendables are less 

expensive than reusables, but they won’t provide 

a long service life and will require frequent, 

recurring expenses,” according to the RPA. 

 

It’s important to note though that despite all its 

advantages, a successful reusable packaging 

approach can’t work without a reverse logistics 

(aka closed loop logistics) solution in place. This 

means there has to be a viable process for 

returning, cleaning and inspecting the containers 

and refrigerants so they can safely be used on a 

repeated basis. 

 

Reducing operating expenses 

through sustainable techniques 

in packaging 

http://www.temptrust.mesalabs.com
http://temptrust.mesalabs.com/packaging-services/packaging-refurbishment/
http://temptrust.mesalabs.com/packaging-services/packaging-refurbishment/
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Quick Comparison 

Reusable containers also eliminate or reduce the costs for processing, recycling or disposing of 

expendable waste. The chart below shows how reusable packaging “stacks up” against single-use 

containers in several important areas: 

TempTrust 24 to 240-Hour Reusable, Qualified Packaging 

TempTrust Reusable is a durable line of reusable packaging by Mesa Labs, designed with both the 

environment and your return on investment in mind. 

Feature Reusable Single-Use 

Upfront cost Higher Lower 

Long term cost Lower Higher 

Durability Higher Lower 

Weight Typically heavier Typically lighter 

Cleaning Easier to clean 
Can’t be reused so no need for 

cleaning 

Environmental Better - creates less waste Worse - creates more waste 

Reuse Yes No or limited 

Recyclable Yes, based on material Yes, based on material 

Sizes available 
Multiple sizes & configurations 

available 

Multiple sizes & configurations 

available 

ROI Better long term Better short term 

Closed Loop Best Not practical 

Storage required Lower (fewer containers required) 
Higher (requires more storage 

space) 

Other costs to consider Cleaning, return of components Cost of disposal 

http://www.temptrust.mesalabs.com
http://temptrust.mesalabs.com/packaging/reusable-packaging/
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It can be repeatedly recovered, inspected and reissued, providing a lower cost-per-trip than single-use 

packaging solutions. In fact, each TempTrust Reusable packaging system can be used a minimum of 10 

times and still obtain residual value at the end of its service life. The packaging components and the outer 

shell can be shredded and remolded through Mesa Labs’ reconditioning and recycling programs. 

 

Mesa Labs provides consulting to help businesses establish procedures and controls for both the reuse 

and refurbishment processes. That’s because it’s essential that quality inspections and acceptance 

criteria are set up to ensure the packages maintain their thermal and physical properties. 

Mesa Labs has analyzed transportation modes in North America for over 10 years and documented 

thousands of data points across all major origins and destinations. This expertise enables the company to 

offer solutions that exceed all industry standards, reduce failures and cut total cost of ownership.  

We are the cold chain experts that provide durable, cost-effective and green packaging solutions that will 

meet all your strictest protocols and requirements. 

Contact Mesa Labs to learn more about our qualified reusable packaging systems and sustainability 

programs. 

About Mesa Labs Temperature 

Controlled Packaging and 

Consulting 

http://www.temptrust.mesalabs.com
http://temptrust.mesalabs.com/packaging-services/packaging-refurbishment/
http://temptrust.mesalabs.com/contact/

