
How do you calculate total cost of ownership for
reusable transport cases?
When purchasing transport cases, many companies only consider the initial purchase price. However, for
reusable transport cases, the total cost of ownership (TCO) is a much better way to calculate the actual costs.
TCO covers all costs over the entire lifetime: from purchase and use to maintenance and disposal. This
comprehensive cost analysis enables you to make better decisions about which type of transport case is most
cost-effective for your specific situation. This article will assist you in understanding how to perform a TCO
calculation and what you should consider.

What is the total cost of ownership for reusable transport cases?

Total cost of ownership (TCO) for reusable transport cases is a financial model that maps out all costs
associated with the purchase, use and maintenance of transport cases throughout their entire life cycle. Unlike
an approach that only considers the purchase price, TCO provides a complete picture of what a transport case
really costs.

This approach is particularly valuable for reusable transport cases, as the initial investment is often higher
than for disposable packaging, but the long-term costs can be significantly lower. A well-executed TCO
analysis helps you quantify the financial benefits of sustainable packaging solutions and make informed
investment decisions.

The TCO calculation typically includes these main components:

Initial purchase costs
Operating costs during use
Maintenance and repair costs
Logistics costs (transport, storage)
End-of-life costs or residual value

By taking all these factors into account, you get a realistic picture of the actual costs and can fairly compare
different packaging solutions. This is particularly useful when you have to choose between single-use
packaging or investing in high-quality reusable transport cases for your valuable products.

Which cost components should you include in a TCO calculation?

A complete TCO calculation for reusable transport cases must include all relevant cost components. Only
then will you get a realistic picture of the actual costs. Here are the main cost components you need to take
into account:

1. Purchase costs – This is the most obvious component: the initial investment in the transport case. This also
includes any costs for customisation, such as modified foam interiors, printing or specific accessories that
you require for your application.

2. Useful life and depreciation – The expected useful life of the transport case determines how long you can
depreciate the initial investment. Premium transport cases often last 5-10 years with intensive use, while
cheaper versions may need to be replaced after 1-2 years.

3. Maintenance costs – Regular maintenance extends the service life of transport cases. Consider costs for
cleaning, replacement of parts such as handles, wheels or fasteners, and periodic inspections.



4. Repair costs – High-quality transport cases can often be repaired rather than replaced. Include the average
repair costs and frequency in your calculation.

5. Logistical costs – These include transport costs for empty suitcases (return logistics), storage costs when
the suitcases are not in use, and any costs for tracking and managing your suitcase stock.

6. Operational costs – Consider the time employees spend packing, unpacking, and managing the transport
cases. Efficient packaging solutions can significantly reduce these costs.

7. End-of-life costs – At the end of their service life, transport cases must be disposed of. Circular packaging
solutions allow materials to be reused or recycled, which reduces these costs or may even generate residual
value.

8. Administrative costs – These include costs for inventory, asset management, insurance, and other
administrative tasks related to the management of your transport cases.

By systematically mapping out all these cost components, you get a complete picture of what your transport
cases actually cost over their entire lifespan. This makes it possible to objectively compare different options
and choose the most cost-effective solution for your specific situation.

How do you compare single-use and reusable transport packaging?

Comparing single-use versus reusable transport packaging requires a careful methodology to make a fair
comparison. Here is how to approach this step by step:

Start with a break-even analysis – Calculate how many usage cycles you need before the reusable transport
case becomes more cost-effective than single-use packaging. The formula for this is relatively simple:

Break-even point = Cost of reusable case ÷ Cost of single-use packaging per shipment

For example: if a reusable transport case costs €500 and single-use packaging costs €25 per shipment, the
break-even point is 20 usage cycles (500 ÷ 25 = 20). After 20 shipments, the reusable option becomes more
economical.

Take all cost components into account – Do not forget to include the additional costs for return logistics,
maintenance and storage of reusable cases in this calculation. These may influence the break-even point.

Analyse different usage scenarios – Frequency of use is crucial in this comparison. Therefore, create different
scenarios:

High-frequency use: products that are transported weekly or monthly
Average usage: products that are transported several times a year
Low-frequency use: products that are only transported occasionally

Consider volume differences – With larger volumes, the unit costs for both single-use and reusable packaging
may decrease. Take this into account in your calculation by analysing different volume scenarios.

Consider operational benefits – Reusable transport cases often offer operational benefits that are difficult to
express in monetary terms, such as:

Consistent quality and protection with every shipment
Faster and more efficient packing thanks to standardised processes
More professional image towards customers



Conduct a timeline analysis – Project the total costs over a longer period (e.g. 3-5 years) to see how the cost
structure develops. You often see that reusable solutions yield an ever-increasing cost advantage over time.

By following this methodology, you can make an objective comparison between single-use and reusable
transport packaging. This will assist you in making an informed decision that suits your specific business
situation, transport frequency, and sustainability objectives.

What are the hidden costs that are often overlooked?

When calculating the total cost of ownership for transport cases, certain cost components are often
overlooked, resulting in the actual costs being underestimated. These hidden costs can have a significant
impact on the total costs. Here are the main hidden costs you should take into account:

Product protection and damage claims – Inadequate protection can lead to damaged products and costly
damage claims. Fragile, valuable products require optimal protection against external influences. The cost of
one damaged product can justify the additional cost of a higher quality transport case.

Downtime and operational delays – When equipment is damaged during transport, this leads to downtime
and operational delays. These costs can be particularly high in sectors such as defence, security and medical
applications. A reliable transport case ensures that your equipment always arrives at its destination ready for
use.

Image and customer satisfaction – The presentation of your products influences the image of your company.
A professional transport case exudes quality and reliability, while damaged or cheap-looking packaging has
the opposite effect. This impact on customer satisfaction and repeat purchases is difficult to quantify, but
very important.

Compliance costs – In regulated sectors such as defence and medical technology, packaging often has to
comply with specific standards and certifications (such as MIL-STAN, UN or NEN). Failure to comply with
these requirements may result in fines, recalls or even exclusion from certain markets.

Sustainability impact – The environmental impact of packaging is becoming increasingly important.
Disposable packaging generates waste and can lead to higher waste disposal costs or even fines in countries
with strict environmental legislation. Reusable transport cases reduce CO2 emissions and contribute to
circular business operations.

Risk factors – Every transport movement involves risks. The right transport case can significantly reduce
these risks. Consider risks such as:

Temperature fluctuations
Moisture and condensation
Shocks and vibrations during transport
Dust and other contaminants

By including these hidden costs in your TCO calculation, you will get a much more realistic picture of the
actual costs of different packaging solutions. This may lead to different conclusions about which solution is
most cost-effective for your specific situation.

How does the choice of materials and quality affect long-term TCO?

The choice of certain materials and quality levels has a direct impact on the long-term TCO of transport
cases. Different materials offer different advantages and each has its own long-term cost implications.



Plastic transport cases – Modern plastic cases are often made from high-quality polymers such as
polypropylene or rotationally moulded polyethylene. These materials offer:

Excellent water and dust resistance (often IP67 certified)
Good shock resistance
Lightweight, which reduces transport costs
Long service life (5-10 years with normal use)
Resistance to chemicals and UV radiation

The initial investment is average, but maintenance costs are low and service life is long, resulting in a
favourable long-term TCO for applications where water and dust resistance are important.

Aluminium transport cases – Aluminium offers a good balance between durability, weight and cost:

Excellent strength-to-weight ratio
Good protection against physical impact
Heat resistance
Professional appearance
Medium to long lifespan (4-8 years)

The initial costs are moderate to high, but due to its durability and professional appearance, aluminium can
be cost-effective for applications where presentation is important, such as defense applications where robust
transport solutions are essential.

Wooden boxes and flight cases – Traditional materials such as plywood with aluminium profiles offer:

Very high impact resistance
Good stackability
Adaptability for very large or irregular items
Average lifespan (3-7 years depending on conditions of use)

The initial costs can vary from low to high, depending on the quality and modifications. Maintenance costs
are average, as wooden parts sometimes need to be replaced. For heavy industrial applications, this may still
be the most cost-effective option.

Composite materials – Modern composites combine properties of different materials:

Very high strength with low weight
Excellent resistance to extreme conditions
Long service life (7–15 years)
Option for advanced features such as EMI shielding

The initial investment is high, but for specialised applications requiring extreme durability or specific
protective properties, this may be the most cost-effective solution in the long term.

Quality levels and TCO impact

In addition to materials, the level of quality also has a major impact on the TCO:

Economy quality: lower purchase price, but shorter lifespan and higher risk of product damage
Mid-range quality: good balance between purchase price and lifespan for average use
Premium quality: higher initial investment, but longer service life, better protection and lower
maintenance costs
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For high-quality equipment that is transported frequently, premium quality is almost always more cost-
effective in the long term, despite the higher purchase price.

When is investing in premium transport cases financially justified?

The decision to invest in premium transport cases should be based on a thorough analysis of your specific
situation. Here is a decision-making framework to help you determine when this investment is financially
sound:

Frequency of use – The more often you use your transport case, the faster a premium investment will pay for
itself:

High frequency (weekly or more often): Premium cases are almost always more cost-effective.
Average frequency (monthly): Premium cases are usually more cost-effective.
Low frequency (several times a year): Midrange cases may be sufficient, unless other factors are
significant.

Value of transported goods – Compare the value of your equipment with the additional cost of a premium
transport case:

High-value equipment (>€5,000): The cost of a single claim can exceed the additional cost of a
premium case.
Average value (€1,000-€5,000): Weigh up the risk of damage against the additional cost.
Lower value

Operational conditions – The conditions in which your transport case is used help determine the required
quality:

Extreme conditions (outdoors, rough terrain, temperature fluctuations): Premium cases are essential
Normal conditions (controlled transport, indoor use): Midrange cases are sufficient.
Protected conditions (indoor only, minimal handling): Economical options may suffice

Industry requirements – In some sectors, premium transport cases are not a choice but a necessity:

Defence and security: Specific certifications are often required that only premium cases offer.
Medical sector: Hygiene and reliability are crucial, justifying premium quality
High-tech industry: Sensitive equipment requires optimal protection

Total service life – The longer you intend to use the transport cases, the more premium quality pays off:

Long-term use (>5 years): Premium cases are almost always more cost-effective.
Medium term (2-5 years): Premium suitcases are usually more cost-effective.
Short term (<2 years): Economic options may be more financially attractive

Calculation example:

Suppose you have equipment worth €10,000 that needs to be transported every month:

Economical case: €200, service life 2 years = €100/year
Premium suitcase: €600, lifespan 8 years = €75/year

Even without taking into account the better protection and lower risk of damage, the premium case is already
more cost-effective in this scenario purely on the basis of depreciation.



By using this decision-making framework, you can make an informed choice that suits your specific situation
and needs.

When calculating the TCO for reusable transport cases, it is important to look beyond the purchase price
alone. By taking all cost components into account and analysing different scenarios, you will obtain a
realistic picture of the actual costs and be able to make an informed decision. It often turns out that what
appears to be more expensive at first glance is actually the most cost-effective solution in the long term –
especially when you take into account factors such as product protection, operational efficiency and
sustainability.

Frequently Asked Questions

How do I calculate return logistics costs in my TCO model?

Return logistics costs are an important component in your TCO calculation. Include the following: the costs
per transport of empty cases (shipping costs), any administrative costs for tracking returns, and labour costs
for processing returns. Multiply these costs by the expected frequency of returns per year. For international
shipments, you can also take into account customs costs and longer lead times that may have an operational
impact.

What role does weight play in the TCO of transport cases?

Weight has a significant impact on TCO. Heavier cases lead to higher transport costs, especially for air
freight, which is charged per kilogram. They can also lead to higher labour costs due to more difficult
handling and possibly even health risks for employees. Consider lighter materials such as polypropylene for
frequent shipments. The ideal case balances weight, protection level and durability, with the optimal choice
depending on your specific transport method and frequency.

How do I keep track of which transport cases need to be replaced?

Implement an asset management system in which you keep track of the purchase date, frequency of use and
maintenance history of each case. Perform regular inspections on critical parts such as closures, handles and
wheels. Establish clear criteria for replacement, such as “after X number of use cycles” or “in case of certain
damage to the waterproof seal”. By proactively keeping track of which cases need replacing, you can prevent
unexpected breakdowns and better spread and plan replacement costs in your budget.


