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Is E-commerce Environmentally Sustainable?
E-commerce has more than doubled its percentage of total retail sales over the past decade, rising to 8.0% in 2016 (US
Census Bureau). Thus, an increasing number of researchers are working to understand the environmental impacts of
online sales. In fact, a study from the MIT Center for Transportation & Logistics has raised questions regarding the
environmental sustainability of internet sales.
The study analyzed carbon footprints of online and traditional shopping methods, taking into account factors such as
packaging, transportation (ground/air deliveries), and energy consumption. Ultimately, researchers found online
shopping to be generally more sustainable than traditional retail. There are occasions, however, in which traditional
shopping can be the “greener” approach. For example, the common practice of showrooming – visiting a store or stores
in order to examine a product before buying it online – might be beneficial for price-conscious consumers; however, it
can be costly for the environment.
Showrooming utilizes three of the largest drivers of carbon emissions within the shopping process: 1) consumer
transportation (such as driving from store to store), 2) packaging for delivery, and 3) the use of expedited airfreight shipping.
In effect, many of today’s online shoppers have a higher carbon footprint in large part because e-commerce retailers
typically provide free expedited shipping while also offering a no-cost return policy, which necessitates
repackaging/reshipping the product. While online shopping is convenient, efficient, and practical, it can also become
an environmental burden under certain conditions.
Why is this important? Conditions are in place for e-commerce to flourish over the next decade, particularly as more
Millennials emerge into the workforce. At the same time, investors, governments, and consumers are becoming
increasingly aware of ESG (environmental, social and governance) issues. These two forces could lead to a more
sustainable online sales industry in which retailers not only deliver high-quality products at a competitive price and in a
timely manner, but also with a reduced impact to the environment.
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