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We are pleased to present our latest consumer research 
which reveals many thought-provoking insights into 
consumer attitudes towards print and paper.

There is a large gap between consumer perceptions of 
key environmental areas and what is indeed fact. This is 
particularly evident when exploring consumer awareness 
and understanding of forestry and recycling.

The survey also reveals that consumers maintain a 
considerable preference for print when reading books, 
magazines and newspapers. Despite efforts by many 
service providers to shift their customers to digital, it is 
clear consumers throughout Europe still highly value their 
right to choose paper communications from their banks 
and other service providers. 

These prevailing myths about paper reaffirm the vital 
need for the Two Sides campaign to raise awareness and 
directly tackle these misconceptions.

We hope you find this report informative and if you would 
like to find out more about supporting the Two Sides 
campaign, please get in touch.

About Two Sides

Two Sides is a not-for-profit global initiative promoting the 
unique sustainable and attractive attributes of print, paper 
and paper packaging.

Globally, Two Sides has over 600 members spanning the 
print, paper and packaging value chain including: forestry, 
pulp, paper, packaging, inks and chemicals, finishing, 
publishing, printing, envelopes and postal operators.

Contact Two Sides

If you would like to learn more about this report, or find 
out about the many other tools and resources Two Sides 
produce, please get in touch.

+44 (0)1327 262920
enquiries@twosides.info
www.twosides.info
@TwoSidesUK

Jonathan Tame
Managing Director,  
Two Sides Europe

A European survey of 6,000 consumers was 
commissioned by Two Sides and carried out 
by independent research company Toluna 
in February 2019. 

The survey was undertaken in Austria, 
France, Germany, Italy, the Nordics 
(Finland, Norway and Sweden) and the UK.

This report explores the myths about print 
and paper’s environmental impact, as well 
as dispelling the common misconception 
that consumers no longer prefer reading in 
print or receiving paper communications 
from their service providers.
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Environmental Perceptions

•	Only 10% of Europeans believe European 
forests have been increasing in size

•	Only 20% of consumers believe the 
European paper recycling rate exceeds 60%

•	Wood is considered the most 
environmentally-friendly material, followed 
by glass and paper

•	Electronic devices are considered to be the 
second-worst product for the environment, 
only narrowly behind plastic

Reading Preferences

•	69% of consumers believe print is the most 
enjoyable way to read books

•	61% find printed magazines most enjoyable 
and 54% prefer printed �newspapers

•	48% are concerned the overuse of 
electronic devices could be damaging to 
their health

•	45% believe they spend too much time on 
electronic devices

Consumer Choice

•	78% of consumers believe they have 
the right to choose how they receive 
communications (printed or electronically) 
from their banks and other service providers

•	76% believe they have the right to revert 
back to paper options after choosing digital

•	62% believe they should not be charged for 
receiving paper bills and statements

KEY FINDINGS
Percentage of consumers who believe European 
forests have been increasing in size
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The paper industry depends on sustainable forest management to provide a reliable supply of wood fibre - the key 
raw material for its products. Well-managed forests bring multiple benefits for society, such as livelihoods, ecosystem 
services and biodiversity. Between 2005 and 2015, European forests, from where the region’s pulp and paper mills 
source over 90% of their wood fibre, grew by over 44,000km2, an area roughly the size of Switzerland.1

However, the survey reveals a widespread 
misunderstanding amongst European consumers 
regarding the state of European forests. Only 10% of 
Europeans believe European forests have been increasing 
in size. This reaches as low as 5% of consumers in 
Italy. According to the latest figures from the Food and 
Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations (FAO), 
forest area in France grew by over 11,000km2 between 
2005 and 2015, which may explain why France has the 
highest proportion of consumers which believe European 
forests to be growing (17%).

When it comes to paper purchasing behaviour, 75% of 
European consumers believe it is important to use paper 
products from sustainably-managed forests. However, 
only 34% pay attention to forestry certification labels when 
purchasing paper.

Over 70% of European forest area is certified to either 
Forest Stewardship Council® (FSC®) or the Programme 
for the Endorsement of Forest Certification (PEFC™) 
standards.2  About a quarter of chain of custody 
certificates in Europe (around 7,000) relate to paper and 
printed materials, demonstrating that the sector is a major 
supporter of sustainability and forest certification.

Despite the importance of these schemes to the paper 
supply chain and wider forest products industries, the 
survey found only 34% of European consumers are 
aware of FSC and 27% are aware of PEFC. The industry 
must therefore do more to promote awareness of these 
schemes to consumers.

Europe has a great story to tell regarding its forests, but it 
is important not to ignore the fact that deforestation is a 
concern in many other areas of the world, especially the 
tropics. 

Agriculture is the main cause of deforestation globally,3 
yet the survey found consumers believe this activity to 
have the least impact on forests.

When considering the world’s wood harvest, 50% is used 
for fuel. Over 30% is processed for other industrial uses, 
such as construction and furniture. There are other uses, 
but only 13% is used by the paper industry.4
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The ability to easily collect and recycle a product – for both consumers and industry – is critical to the circular economy. 
The overall European paper recycling rate is over 72%, which is approaching the practical maximum recycling rate 
of 78% – some paper products cannot be recovered for recycling because they are kept for long periods of time e.g. 
books and archived documents; others are destroyed or contaminated when used e.g. tissue and hygienic paper.5   
For paper packaging, the recycling rate rises even higher to 85%, the highest of any packaging material in Europe.6 

The survey found consumers in Europe perceive paper to 
have the highest recycling rate, although only a fifth are 
aware the paper recycling rate exceeds 60%. 

Plastic is the least recycled packaging material in Europe, 
with a recycling rate of 42%.6 Yet a quarter of consumers 
believe up to 59% of plastic is recycled and, worryingly, a 
further 10% believe the plastic recycling rate is over 60%.

63% of consumers surveyed believe only recycled 
paper should be used. In reality, both virgin fibre (from 
sustainably managed or certified forests) and recycled 
fibre are essential to the paper making cycle. Recovered 
fibre now accounts for 56% of the total fibre used by 
the European pulp and paper industry,7  but a constant 
supply of virgin fibre is needed as fibre cannot be recycled 
indefinitely. In Europe, paper fibres are used 3.6 times on 
average.5 

The survey asked respondents to rank the environmental 
impact of products and materials, with 1 being least 
environmental impact and 5 being the greatest impact. 
Consumers believe wood to have the least environmental 
impact, closely followed by glass and paper.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, due to the significant amount of 
media coverage on the topic recently, plastic is considered 
by European consumers to have the worst impact on 
the environment. Electrical devices (laptops, desktop 
computers, smartphones, tablets and e-readers) are also 
considered by consumers to have a high impact on the 
environment.

Interestingly, although paper ranked well on this question, 
the minority of consumers believe paper to be the most 
environmentally-friendly way to read books (30%), 
magazines (21%) or newspapers (15%).
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In today’s digital world, the power of print on paper is becoming more apparent than ever. Consumers throughout 
Europe love reading in print, with many understanding the importance of “switching off”. Consumers feel strongly 
about their right to receive paper options from their banks, governments and other service providers and efforts by 
these organisations to force their customers to digital, often citing misleading environmental claims, may just backfire. 

45% of European consumers believe they spend too 
much time on electronic devices, and nearly half (48%) 
are concerned the overuse of electronic devices could be 
damaging to their health. 

Over a quarter (28%) of survey respondents feel they are 
suffering from a “digital overload”, and there is a clear 
preference amongst Europeans to enjoy the offline world, 
with 70% believing in the importance of “switching off” and 
reading more in print. Print is also considered the most 
enjoyable way to read books (69%), magazines (61%) and 
newspapers (54%). 

Financial institutions, utility companies, telecoms 
and governments are increasingly encouraging their 
customers to go “paperless”, often citing misleading 
and unsubstantiated environmental claims about paper 
e.g. “Help save a tree - choose digital” etc. However, 
half of consumers are rightly sceptical of these claims, 
understanding the real motivation behind the drive to 
digital is to save costs.

Switching to digital is not always welcome, as many 
consumers prefer paper-based communication.

Overall, 78% of European consumers believe they have 
the right to choose how they receive communications 
(printed or electronically) from financial organisations and 
service providers. A further 62% believe they should not be 
charged more for choosing paper bills and statements. 

Giving customers fair, easy and free access to paper 
billing is especially important when considering the 
benefits print brings to financial literacy. 42% of Europeans 
find it easier to manage their finances when bills and 
statements are printed on paper. 

63% of respondents are concerned that their personal 
information held electronically is at risk of being hacked, 
stolen, lost or damaged. These doubts about cyber 
security may also explain why 62% of respondents keep 
hard copies of important documents filed at home, as 
they believe this is the safest and most secure way of 
storing their information. 

What is clear from the survey is that consumers 
throughout Europe strongly value their right to choose. 
This also includes their right to revert to paper options 
even after switching to digital – 76% believe they should 
have this right. 

Service providers must also consider the risk they take 
when switching their customers to digital without consent. 
Over a third of consumers would consider switching to 
an alternative service provider if they were forced to go 
paperless. 
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When it comes to the sustainability of print and paper, it’s important to separate the facts from the myths. The 
European paper industry is a world-leader when it comes to sustainably-sourced raw materials, renewable energy 
and recycling rates. Yet the myths around paper are still prevalent amongst consumers. Often the source of these 
misconceptions is the abundance of misleading information about paper and its impact on the environment.

FIND OUT MORE
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The European paper recycling rate is 72.3%1, which 
is approaching the practical theoretical maximum 
recycling rate of 78%.2 Some paper products 
cannot be recovered for recycling because 
they are kept for long periods of time (books) 
or archived (records); others are destroyed or 
contaminated when used (e.g. tissue and hygienic 
paper).

Paper is recycled, on average, 3.6 times a year in 
Europe3, while over 50% of the fibre for Europe’s 
paper industry is from paper for recycling.4 Paper 
cannot be recycled indefinitely as fibres get too 
short and worn out to be useful in creating a new 
sheet of paper. More importantly, the production 
cannot be based on 100% recycled fibre, as 100% 
of consumption cannot be collected, and Europe is 
also a global net exporter of paper which is then 
consumed and collected outside of Europe. The 
cycle must therefore constantly be refilled with 
new fibres.

Two Sides encourages responsible paper 
consumption. Double-sided printing in the office 
and separate collection schemes will reduce costs 
and improve sustainability.

While the EU is discussing how to transition 
to a circular economy, the paper fibre loop 
can serve as a model for circularity. Paper 
recycling is an industry ‘Made in Europe’. 
It prolongs value creation and creates job 
opportunities in Europe from a renewable, 
predominantly European resource, wood.

European Paper Recycling Council, 2018

The European paper industry is a leading recycler and, with local collecting 
systems improving, will increase its recycling rates even further.

Recovery of European Print and Paper 
waste products (CEPI/EPRC statistics)

“Two Sides members support 
the implementation of effective 
recycling schemes and the 
minimisation and eventual 
elimination, of print and paper 
waste in landfill.”

Two Sides Membership Charter
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Print & Paper
Myths & FactsVersion 10 of Two Sides’ Myths and 

Facts booklet is now available.

Download the booklet here: 
www.twosides.info/myths-and-facts

Or request a free printed version: 
enquiries@twosides.info

Members of Two Sides have exclusive 
permission to personalise and co-
brand the booklet, as well as all the 
other Two Sides tools available.  
Contact us to find out more

•	 European forests have been 
growing by over 1,500 football 
pitches every day.1

•	 These forests supply over 
90% of the wood used by the 
European paper industry.7

•	 The ICT industry accounts for 
around 2.5-3% of global GHG 
emissions and this is predicted 
to rise to 14% by 2040.8

•	 Phones accounted for 435,000 
tonnes of e-waste in 2016.9

•	 72.3% of paper is recycled in 
Europe - close to the practical 
maximum of 78%.5

•	 In Europe, paper fibres are re-
used 3.6 times on average.5

•	 Because fibre degrades after 
time, virgin fibre is essential to 
European paper production.

•	 53% of the fibre used by the 
European paper industry comes 
from paper for recycling.7

•	 Most paper production takes 
place in locations with low 
water stress. 

•	 93% of water is returned to the 
environment after treatment.10

•	 The pulp and paper industry 
is the biggest single industrial 
user and producer of 
renewable energy in the EU.11

•	 The industry’s CO2 emissions 
reduced by 25% between 2005 
and 2017.7
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