
Pineapple Packaging Design Activity 
 
Summary: Students work in teams to consider the pros and cons of different materials as a 
container for cut pineapple.  It reinforces the differences between different categories of 
material, weighing conflicting factors to reach a design decision, and oral communication to 
justify a design decision.  As something that deals with a consumer product, this seems to be 
particularly engaging for female students. 
 
Target age group: High school, First or second year undergraduates 
 
Time: 20-30 minutes 
 
Materials: 

• Writing utensils 

• Handout below (optional; blank sheets of paper work too) 

• Examples of pineapple in metal can and plastic jar (optional) 
 
Activity:  Explain to the students that they have been hired as packaging engineers (yes, that is 
a real job) for the Dole pineapple company.  Dole currently sells its pineapple in either metal 
cans or plastic jars.  They have recently acquired a smaller company that sells its pineapple in 
glass jars.  Dole doesn’t know if it should allow the company to keep using the glass jars or 
instruct them to switch to either metal or plastic.  Your manager wants a list of the advantages 
and disadvantages of each of the three materials for use as a pineapple container.   

• Round 1: Ask the students to brainstorm individually, listing as many issues as they can 
think of based on their current knowledge. 

• Round 2:  Break the students into teams of three to discuss their ideas.  After a few 
minutes, go around the room, asking each group to contribute one issue at a time.  If 
possible, keep a running tally of the issues on a board or large sheet of paper. 

• Round 3:  The manager now wants a specific recommendation from you, the materials 
experts.  In their groups, ask each team to come to a consensus on which type of 
packaging material should be used going forward.  If time permits, go around the room, 
having one member of each group stand and give their recommendation with a 
justification. 

• Alternative Round 3:  Rather than asking students to make a recommendation, ask them 
to compile a list of questions they would need answers to before being able to make an 
informed recommendation. 

 
Notes for the instructor: 

• Cost, weight, durability, and safety are among the issues most commonly raised.  Other 
issues that can spark interesting discussions are recyclability, people’s impression of 
different materials (what seems upscale? Are people really trying to cut back on single 
use plastic?), branding, and sunk costs of available equipment.   



• Tin cans have never been made of just tin.  They are actually steel that is coated with a 
thin layer of tin, because tin doesn’t react easily with either the air or the food inside.  
Pure tin is too soft and much too expensive. 

• All modern metal food cans are lined with a polymer resin to keep food from touching 
the metal.  Until recently, this resin had BPA in it, which could leach into the food and 
make people sick, but most companies have now removed that particular chemical from 
their can liners. 

• While all three materials can be recycled, metal is the easiest and cheapest to recycle, 
with the highest rate of recycling (about 65% of “tin” cans in the US are recycled).  This 
high rate of recycling gives metal cans the lowest overall carbon footprint. 

• Metal cans give food the longest shelf life. 

• The “right” answer to the problem is metal cans, which win in terms of cost, durability, 
longevity, recyclability and ease of manufacture, and is why the vast majority of 
pineapple sold in stores comes in a metal can.  Of course, that isn’t really the point of 
this exercise and doesn’t necessarily have to be mentioned to the students.  My favorite 
student answer came from a group who eschewed the three possibilities presented and 
decided to freeze-dry the pineapple and sell it wrapped in paper. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Source: Amber Genau, University of Alabama at Birmingham (2020) https://nanohub.org/resources/33799 
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