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ABSTRACT 

The Covid-19 pandemic diluted all the previously taken efforts 

to mitigate the use of SUP. The use of plastic was allowed 

keeping mind the prevailing situation where plastic was framed 

useful instead of harmful. Policies aimed at plastic reduction had 

to be rolled back amidst the pandemic, triggering hygiene 

concerns, creating devastating setbacks, including transition 

away from SUPs. In light of this paradigm shift, it is important 

to assess the barriers of behavioural change, the way we talk 

about plastics and turn towards behavioural science field which 

is with solutions aimed at discouraging consumers to use SUPs. 

The plastic problem is as much of a policy problem, as it is a 

behavioural one. Thus, in order to begin eradicating SUPs from 

our lives, there is a need to rethink about the problem in the light 

of this new situation and implement a combination of and 

policies to change the existing mental models of consumers 

towards SUPs and achieve the desired behaviour. 

 

 

 

 

Abbreviations 

SUPs: Single-use Plastics, BS: Behavioural Science, CB: Consumer Behaviour, UNEP: United Nations Environment 

Programme, UN: United Nations COVID: Coronavirus, PPE: Personal Protective Equipment, BBMP: Bruhat Bengaluru 

Mahanagara Palike, COM-B: Capability, Opportunities, Motivation: Model of Behavioural Change, TDF: Theoretical 

Domains Framework, BCW: Behaviour Change Wheel 
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Introduction 

1.1 Definition of SUPs 

 

SUPs, put simply, are goods that are primarily 

fossil-fuel based (petrochemicals) and are meant 

to be disposed off right after use. Most commonly 

used SUPs are bags, bottles, straws and wraps. 

The United Nations Environment Programme 

(UNEP) defines SUPs as items that are intended 

to be used only once and are thrown away after 

one time use. The qualitative definition defines it 

as, any plastic item which is designed to be used 

once and is discarded as SUP. Some definitions 

refer to SUPs as disposable plastics. There is no 

one standard definition of SUPs and that is why 

governments across countries struggle to define 

the term and face problems while categorizing 

items that fall under the term. 

 

U.N. Environment list of the most common SUPs 

found in the environment in order of magnitude 

are:  

● cigarette butts 

● plastic drinking bottles 

● plastic bottle caps 

● food wrappers 

● plastic grocery bags 

● plastic lids 

● straws and stirrers 

● other types of plastic bags 

● foam take-away containers 

 

1.2 History of SUPs 

 

The first synthetic plastic was invented by 

Alexander Parkes in 1856. Over the next several 

decades as the invention progressed, the material 

started to be utilized for photographic films. By 

1941, glass bottles were almost replaced by 

plastic bottles and plastic bottles flourished in the 

markets. The convenience offered by plastics 

triggered a chain reaction and in no time, plastic 

took a form of single-use that took over the world 

of packaging completely (Sharma et al., 2020). 

As reported by UNEP, plastic is being produced 

and utilized in huge quantities as compared to any 

other material and most of the production and 

consumption is single use only. Over the last 60 

years, our behaviour towards adopting plastic has 

undergone such a remarkable change, that plastic 

has now seeped in      most      aspects of our lives 

(Paterson, N.D.). 

 

2.1 SUPs: Why is it hard for us to stop the 

dependency 

SUPs continue to be used as common products, 

despite alarming evidence that shows the harmful 

effects of SUPs on the environment. Despite ban      

and other policy interventions in place, SUPs 

continue to dominate our daily lives. It is a social 

problem that makes consumers think in a certain 

way. People across the world find it hard to 

control their dependence on SUPs because of the 

lack of awareness, availability of alternatives 

hence, making SUPs impossible to avoid. People 

feel that the tangible benefits that SUPs offer are 

hardly offered by any eco-friendly products. 
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Research points out that in order to change the 

behaviour of the consumers towards SUPs, there 

is a need to address their thinking pattern and 

analyse the factors that influence the purchasing 

decisions, in turn making them dependent. Most 

people exercise the “use and throw away attitude” 

because they do not feel like it’s a big deal to use 

SUPs. This is where most of the efforts taken to 

phase out SUPs fail. Factors like convenience and 

general availability of SUPs, is what makes it 

hard for consumers to resist using it. It has also 

become easy and habitual to use SUPs because of 

availability and everyone around us using it. One 

of the primary reasons why people turn a blind 

eye to the pitfalls of using SUPs is because it has 

become an accepted norm and  nobody  feels that 

they are directly impacted by the issue at an 

individual level.  

2.2 An overview of Policy Interventions 

against SUPs globally 

Countries across the world has been      trying     to 

combat the problem of SUPs and      mitigate the 

growing pollution caused by it. The most 

common policy interventions taken up by 

countries across the globe are; increased taxes, 

ban’s, fines, and penalties. As of 2018, 60 

countries had placed regulations on plastic bags 

and Styrofoam materials, in some countries taxes 

were implemented to prevent consumers from 

buying on SUP items while on other hand, full or 

partial bans were imposed on the plastic bags. 

Bans placed on plastic bags, are generally based 

on a certain thickness level, usually ranging 

between < 20 to < 60 microns (μm) (Sharma et 

al., 2020). 

Most of the interventions introduced by countries 

around the world were aimed towards the 

reduction of plastic bags with varying ranges and 

scopes. Most strategies adopted were focused on 

banning the sale of lightweight plastic bags or 

taxing/charging the customers for purchasing the 

same.  Countries in Asia, Africa,      and Europe 

steadily introduced bans or levied taxes on the 

consumption of plastic. Early adopters of plastic 

bags ban include Denmark and Germany while 

gradually, countries in Asia and Africa 

completely banned the use of plastic bags. In 

India, a legislation was passed in 2002 to ban 

plastic bags where the      thickness was less 

than 20 microns (μm). Following in 2005, a 

plastic ban was placed on bags with less than 

50 microns (μm). In 2016, a complete ban on 

plastic bags was introduced by the state of 

Karnataka (Xanthos & Walker, 2017). India was 

also committed to eliminate the use of SUP 

completely by 2022 and thus, imposed a plastic 

ban on 6 types of plastics which included, plastic 

bags, cups, plates, small bottles, straws and 

plastic pouches. This ban was announced in 

accordance with India’s official clean-up 

campaign, Swachh Bharat, which aimed at 

creating awareness among the public to 

effectively curb the rise of SUPs. The ban is said 

to resume effect from January, 2022, with 

declining covid cases, thus it has become a 

paramount issue to rethink the problem statement 

in a new way. 
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3.1 The Plastic Pandemic 

 

The plastic ban      across the world were put on 

hold since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The disruption caused in the plastic reduction 

policies was because of the trade-off between 

health and environmental concerns, further 

threatening to exacerbate the scourge of plastic 

pollution. The priority since the onset of the 

pandemic, has been over hygiene thereby, 

mitigating the contagion of virus which has 

resulted in the adoption of preventive measures. 

SUP which was being framed as harmful is now 

being considered as useful. The reason why the 

use of SUP needs to be addressed during the 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

pandemic is because it is being deemed as useful      

now, but we need to understand that  it will have 

serious implications in the aftermath, for which 

we need to be ready.  

 The use of SUPs in the form of face masks, 

gloves, sanitizers and plastic packaging of 

products, witnessed a surge in demand. This 

excessive reliance and consumption of face 

masks, gloves and sanitizers is due to the fact that 

they can be discarded after single use thus, are 

being considered as the most sanitary choice by 

the consumers whereas, studies have found that 

virus can survive on plastic for 72 hours and is 

more stable as compared to cardboard and paper 

bags. 

                    Source:  (Sharma et al., 2020) 

 Figure 1. Ban of lightweight plastic bags around the world 

  shows banned plastic bags. 

  shows taxes levied on some plastic bags.  

shows partial tax or ban at municipal or regional levels 
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Since the cases in India skyrocketed, it has been 

reported that at the current rate of plastic 

production and consumption, there will be a 113 

percent increase in the annual plastic leakage into 

oceans by 2040 i.e. 30 million metric tonnes of 

plastic will end up in the oceans per year. India is 

responsible for generating 9.46 million metric 

tonnes of plastic annually, out of which 43 

percent is used for packaging, most of which is 

reported to be single-use and 40 percent remains 

uncollected (Raj, 2020). These alarming numbers 

paint a very worrisome picture of the future. 

 

3.2 SUPs and Consumer Behaviour during 

COVID-19 

A status directed behaviour that encourages 

consumers to purchase products either for its 

intrinsic value i.e. their value in use or, extrinsic 

value i.e. its prestige value, is defined as 

consumer behaviour. Everyday decisions of the 

individuals on whether to buy or resist buying 

SUPs is taken due to various reasons, which is 

direct reflection of their thinking patterns 

translated into behaviour through action and thus, 

contributed to a sustainable pattern of 

consumption. 

Factors that affect consumer behavior are: 

● Psychological: this factor is concerned with 

characteristics like perceptions, motivation, 

personality, beliefs and is the most important 

factor that guides the decision of consumers 

to purchase a particular product. 

● Personal: this factor plays out at an 

individual level and includes characteristics 

like age, occupation, gender, education level, 

financial      situation, and lifestyle. 

● Social: this factor is relatively difficult to 

discuss as it is defined by a group like attitude 

which includes characteristics like family, 

community, social interaction, etc. 

● Geographical: the decision to purchase 

particular products is also dependent on the 

geographical location of the consumers. 

Benefits of studying consumer behaviour are: 

● Attitude: Attitude of consumers helps in 

understanding their beliefs and habits with 

regard to specific products. Studying attitude 

helps in     pushing the behaviour of consumers 

in the desired direction. 

● Lifestyle: Comprehending consumer lifestyles 

helps in     pushing the behavior of consumers 

to opt for alternatives. 

● Perception: Studying consumer perceptions 

helps breakdown opinions of consumers with 

regard to a particular product. Awareness 

campaigns are aimed to either change or uphold 

perceptions and see the larger picture. 

●  

The surge in demand for SUPs during      COVID-

19 was because of the way plastic was being 

defined as a precautionary measure against the 

virus. All previous policies pursued by various 

countries were either rolled back or put on a hold 

since the outbreak of the virus. This has largely 
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affected the behaviour of people and their 

thinking patterns, even      conscious people were 

caught in the collateral damage and went back,      

using SUPs for the simple reason that they did not 

want to risk exposure to the virus. Online delivery 

platforms also began using SUPs excessively 

during the pandemic while restaurants stopped 

using paper bags for take-out orders. 

In order to address the concerns of the consumers, 

plastic packaging containers, plastic grocery 

bags, were allowed in supermarkets. According 

to researchers, demand for SUPs is expected to 

increase by 40 percent in packaging, 17 percent 

in other uses, including medical use (PPE) kits 

(Patrício Silva et al., 2021). E-commerce giants 

like Amazon and Flipkart had also pledged to 

eliminate the use of SUPs but, due to the current 

challenges and hygiene concerns of the 

customers, they digressed from their goals.  

It has become important for policymakers to 

study the shift in consumer behaviour and      

analyse various factors that influence their 

reliance on SUPs amidst the pandemic. Often 

consumers face the challenge of having limited 

choices which ultimately guides their behaviour 

in a particular direction until it becomes a habit. 

Habits are hard to      break, and thus behavioural 

scientists have urged to firstly, identify the 

barriers to behavioural change and only then 

outline the required policies. Studying the 

changing trends of consumer behaviour will help 

policymakers and relevant stakeholders address 

the issue better and also carry out awareness 

campaigns to push people towards adopting a 

more sustainable lifestyle. High use of masks and 

gloves were reported as the most used SUP items 

since the onset of the pandemic, though in reality 

these items need not be necessary utilized by the 

general public but, only medical practitioners and 

those associated with emergency services. 

Single-use masks were utilized to the extent that 

some countries reported its shortage and safety 

and hygiene concerns at large triggered 

behavioral changes of panic buying, stocking up 

of masks and gloves, etc.  

The public seems to have adopted the throw away 

attitude due to lack of awareness about the 

effectiveness of cloth masks and the habit of 

washing hands frequently. This type of thinking 

was found to be common across all countries as 

the COVID-19 cases increased. Thus, it has 

become important more than ever now, to address 

this change in consumer behavior and to assess 

components like awareness level and willingness 

to reduce plastic consumption which are crucial 

to promote the necessary behavioral changes. 

 

4. The Way Forward: How Behavioural 

Science can be leveraged to offer potential 

solutions 

Before coronavirus was declared a pandemic, 

governments and businesses across the world 

were committed towards increasing awareness 

about the detrimental effects of SUPs. Several 

companies, big and small were steadily phasing 

out SUPs and were showing their commitment 

towards the issue. The aim of moving towards a 

circular economy and efforts to minimize the use 

of SUPs took a backseat and was side-lined due 

to the pandemic. In the Indian context, policies 
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are often rendered ineffective because adequate 

research on the issue is not carried out, strategies 

are not thought through before they are 

implemented, relevant stakeholders are not 

consulted, the importance of active citizen 

participation is not realised, and enforcement 

measures lack effectiveness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       Figure 2. Implication of COVID-19 on Plastic Waste Generation 

 

Figure 3. Impact on the waste management system during and post COVID-19 

 

 Source: (Vanapalli et al., 2021) 

 

 Source: (Vanapalli et al., 2021) 
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Thus, the reasons behind the shift in consumer 

behaviour needs to be analysed to help 

policymakers and stakeholders take necessary 

steps to control the dependence on SUP and 

suggest a way forward. Awareness is the key 

here; it reflects into conducting priority 

awareness drives to educate people and the 

government about the potential actions that can 

be undertaken to reduce the reliance on SUPs 

amidst the pandemic. Only after the perceptions 

and behaviour of the consumers are identified, 

effective policies can be drafted and 

implemented.      

Plastics has become an integral part of our lives 

because of its versatility, it is not the evil, the way 

we choose and dispose it, is the real challenge. 

Imposing blanket bans and using technology to 

combat the plastic problem, is not the means to an 

end. Policy and technological interventions are 

important but, it will not exhaust SUPs 

completely from our lives. The challenge is to get 

people to use the alternatives to SUP products. 

Research also states that merely disseminating 

information through awareness campaigns is not 

enough, hence, there is a need to enhance public 

visibility of the issue applying behavioural 

science. There is a need to take collective action 

to deal with the problem, applying all three levels 

of interventions; technological, policy based and 

most importantly behavioral (How Behavioral 

Science Could Help Us Break up with Plastic | 

World Economic Forum, n.d.).      

       

     5. Method 

5.1 Research questions 

1. Can behavioural Science (BS) offer solutions 

to change CB towards SUPs? 

2. What BS interventions can be leveraged to 

discourage consumers from relying on SUPs? 

5.2 Objectives of the study 

1. To assess the level of awareness among       

consumers with regard to the impact of SUPs 

       during COVID-19. 

2. To understand how BS can encourage BC 

with regard to SUPs and encounter possible 

interventions 

5.3 Research Methodology 

Figure 4: Research Methodology 

 

The objectives are exploratory in nature and seek      

to assess the degree of awareness among      

consumers with regard to the implications of the 

SUPs and the willingness of the consumers to 

reduce their SUP consumption.  

The second objective will be examined through 

the existing literature on how behavioral science 
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can help address the plastic problem by 

influencing the consumer behavior. Sample 

survey method was used, and a one-page 

questionnaire was curated and used to collect the 

required data from the households of Bengaluru 

city. Households were selected using random 

sampling technique. 100 samples (n = 100) were 

collected and analysed for the purpose of carrying 

out this research.      

6.1 Objective 1: To assess the level of awareness 

of the consumers with regard to the impact of 

SUPs during COVID-19. 

The above objective is largely aimed at assessing 

the awareness level of the consumers with regard 

to the impact of SUPs on the environment and the 

waste management activities during COVID-19. 

After assessing the awareness component, the 

study further attempts to understand the 

willingness of the consumers to mitigate their 

reliance on SUPs. 

 

6.2 Definition of the variables under study 

● Awareness 

 

            When investigating consumer behaviour, it is 

important to consider the outcomes that are 

generated as a result of performing a particular 

behaviour. Behaviour should be analyzed in 

terms of personal norms and social norms when 

awareness of consequences and ascription of 

responsibility are triggered. 

● Willingness 

 

Willingness can be defined as the readiness to do 

something. This study investigated       the 

willingness of people to reduce plastic 

consumption. This will help in determining 

whether they would      contribute and support 

strategies which are aimed at reducing the plight 

of plastic pollution.  

 

7.1 Analysis of the awareness component 

7.2 Environmental Awareness 

Participants were asked to rate their level of 

awareness with regard to the environmental 

damage caused by SUPs on a Likert scale. The 

results revealed that most of the participants were 

aware of the environmental implications caused 

by SUPs. 52% of the respondents said they were 

extremely aware, 29% said they were aware, 14% 

said they were somewhat aware followed by 5% 

who were not aware. 

1) Medium of Awareness (Figure 5) 

The participants were asked about their platform 

of awareness of the environmental damage cause 

by SUPs. The data is represented in following 

figure 
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Inference:  

The respondents learnt about the environmental 

damage caused by SUPs through various 

mediums. 53% said they are aware because of 

print and online medium and also increased their 

level of awareness through their friends and 

family. This implies that word of mouth plays a 

very important role in generating environmental 

awareness. Social media, newspapers, Television 

& Radio and campaigns were ticked as mediums 

of awareness by 43%, 17%,  26% and 28% of the 

respondents respectively. This implies that using 

online and digital platforms can result in a greater 

level of outreach and awareness. 22% of the 

respondents said they learnt about environmental 

awareness through their schools and colleges. 

Considering youth formed a major part of this 

survey, educational institutions play a crucial role 

in generating awareness about the environment. 

One of the respondents said they were self-aware 

while the other one said they found out about the 

damage caused by SUPs through self-research. 

This implies that the people who are self-

motivated towards the cause are also highly 

aware of the consequences their actions yield. 

 

         2) Preferred medium of awareness (Figure 6) 

Inference:  

Distribution of pamphlets wasn’t the favored 

choice of any of the respondents which implies 

that in today’s fast-moving world, social media 

and digital platforms are the main mediums of 

creating awareness and the practice of 

distributing pamphlets is no longer the ideal 

medium of spreading awareness. Considering the 

situation of pandemic, distributing pamphlets 

would be ruled out amid fears of contracting the 

virus. One respondent said that pictorial 

depictions through street art is also a way to 

generate awareness. In today’s fast paced world 

street art can also be a way to target and capture 

the attention of the public. Thus, online and 

digital platforms would be more effective in 

generating awareness about SUPs. 

7.3 Awareness about the BBMP guidelines  

Bruhat Bengaluru Mahanagara Palike (BBMP), 

the administrative body of Bengaluru had laid 

down guidelines for disposing plastic waste from 

households. 82% of the respondents were aware 

of the BBMP guidelines for the disposal of 

household waste while the remaining 18% were 

not. Out of the 82% of the respondents, 53 and 33 

of the respondents were extremely likely and 

likely to follow and dispose of their household 

waste in accordance with the guidelines of 

household waste, while 10 of the respondents 

were somewhat likely and 1 respondent was not 

likely to follow the BBMP guidelines. This 

implies that despite being aware of the guidelines, 

there is lack of adherence. 

With reference to the pandemic, 60% of the 

respondents were aware of the BBMP guidelines 
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announced for the disposal of plastic waste since 

the onset of COVID-19, while 40% were 

unaware. The reasons for unawareness are 

analyzed below. 

 

1) Reasons of unawareness (Figure 7) 

Inference: 

Spreading information through print and online 

medium has to be undertaken more effectively, 

for the guidelines to reach the public. People 

living in apartments and colonies rely on the 

concerned authorities for information about 

waste segregation activities. Waste collectors 

play an important role in spreading awareness 

about guidelines aimed at segregating household 

waste. This also implies there is ambiguity in the 

guidelines announced. 

 

             2) Methods of plastic waste disposal adopted 

during COVID-19 (Figure 8) 

The study further delved into understanding the 

different ways in which the participants disposed 

their plastic waste. 

Inference: 

49 respondents segregated their plastic waste 

from the household waste but did not wrap it in 

paper bags. This implies that either they weren’t 

aware of the BBMP guidelines or they simply 

chose not to follow it. 23 respondents handed 

their waste to the waste collectors for separation. 

This highlights their ignorance and irresponsible 

behavior for not segregating their own household 

waste. 12 respondents disposed of their plastic 

waste with the rest of the household waste. This 

simply implies either lack of awareness or 

ignorance on the part of the respondents. Only 16 

respondents out of 100, wrapped their plastic 

waste in paper bags and let it sit for 72 hours 

before disposing it separately. This implies that 

only 16 people out of the total were actually 

aware of the plastic waste guidelines announced 

by BBMP and followed it during the pandemic. 

 

8.1. Analysis of the willingness component 

1) Willingness to reduce the reliance on SUPs  

Participants were asked to rate their level of 

willingness to reduce their reliance on SUPs 

during the pandemic, if better alternatives were 

provided. The results revealed that most of the 

participants were willing to reduce their reliance 

on SUPs. 73% of the respondents were extremely 

likely, 22% were likely, 5% were somewhat 

likely while none of them showed signs of 

unwillingness. This implies that if better 
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alternatives are provided and promoted 

effectively, the dependence on SUPs can be 

controlled. According to the data collected to 

assess the preferable packaging material, more 

than half of the respondents (53) preferred using 

cloth bags, carboard boxes (23) and paper wraps 

(16) even during the pandemic and only 7 

respondents preferred using plastic for packaging 

of products. This is an indication of the 

consumers unlikeliness to use plastic as the 

medium of packaging, if given a choice and is a 

reflection of their willingness of reduced 

dependency on SUPs. 

2) Reasons for using SUPs (Figure 9) 

 

As a counter to understand the reasons behind 

using SUPs during the pandemic, lack of 

alternatives to plastic, plastic being framed as a 

safeguard against coronavirus and the generable 

availability of plastic, were cited as the main the 

reasons, while other reasons giving an edge to 

consumers to use plastic. The study also explored 

the reasons for not using reusable alternatives and 

the dominant response was that reusable 

materials were not considered to be a safe option 

during the pandemic. Other responses recorded 

were, alternatives did not provide same benefits 

as plastics, some had become dependent on 

plastic and remaining preferred plastics.  

3) Ways to reduce the use of SUPs (Figure 10) 

 

Inference: 

Actions like imposing bans or taxing plastic items 

would not be required if better alternatives were 

provided to consumers as that would 

automatically deter them from relying on SUPs. 

Only 4 respondents were of the opinion that 

awareness campaigns would be effective in 

deterring people from relying on plastic. This 

implies that merely arranging awareness 

campaigns without actively adopting ways to 

mitigate the dependence on SUPs, is unlikely to 

positively affect the behavior of consumers. 

8.2Analysis of Knowledge of SUPs 

94% of the respondents said that they were aware 

of what SUPS were, as opposed to only 6% who 

didn’t. Out of those      94%, 86 respondents said 

that SUPs are supposed to be discarded after 

single use while the remaining 8 respondents said 

that reusable plastics are also SUPs. This is an 

implication of the dilemma faced by consumers 
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in terms of defining what exactly SUPs are, which 

mirrors the problem faced by policymakers and 

governments around the world, to adequately 

define the term and thus, face trouble in including 

items under the ambit of the term. 

9. Conclusion 

According to the      survey, the level of awareness      

among people with regard to the environmental 

impact of SUPs was significantly high; however,     

despite high awareness about the BBMP 

guidelines for the disposal of plastic waste, a 

significant number of the respondents were not 

abiding by them. Social media platforms were 

considered the most effective for disseminating 

both, environmental awareness and guidelines for 

disposal of waste. The respondents were willing 

to reduce their plastic consumption if better 

alternatives were provided and considered 

promotion of alternatives as the best way to 

reduce reliance on plastic. The strategy of fining 

households who do not segregate their waste at 

source was considered to be an effective way of       

pushing people’s behavior. 

          A plethora of reasons were discovered for 

this dependency. The paramount reason (s)           

was  SUPs being considered as a sanitary choice 

amidst the pandemic, the benefits offered by 

plastics were incomparable to reusable materials, 

lack of alternatives pushes the consumers towards 

relying on plastics and lastly, the lifestyle of the 

consumers is already subjected to plastics which 

has impacted their attitude towards SUPs. 

 

10. Objective 2: To understand how Behavioural 

Science can encourage Behaviour Change 

regarding SUPs and encounter possible 

interventions 

 

10.1. Introduction 

Over the course of past decade, the public 

perception towards SUPs, gradually changed 

from an accepted and tolerated nuisance to a 

widely discouraged vice. With the outbreak of 

COVID-19 pandemic, plastic dependency not 

only emerged as a strengthened norm      but also 

became a need, triggering the trade-off between 

health and environment. This became a hindrance 

to all the efforts taken previously to phase out the 

use of SUPs and halted the transition to a circular 

economy altogether (Charge for Use or Nudge to 

Reuse? Interventions to Discourage Plastic 

Consumption - BehavioralEconomics.Com | The 

BE Hub, n.d.)  

The world undoubtedly relied on plastic prior to 

the pandemic as well and according to 

behavioural science people mostly prefer things 

that       are easy, simple and tend to follow social 

norms of the society which is somehow      

dominated by the use of SUPs. The paradigm 

shift that happened due to COVID was      that 

plastic began to be framed as useful instead of 

harmful with the combined perception that 

reusable products are unhygienic, which in turn 

triggered plastic dependency, further. Thus, the 

social norms that previously were aimed at 

discouraging plastic consumption including 

efforts to transition away from the “throw away” 

culture, and towards zero waste and circular 

economy, were defeated altogether. Making the 
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use of plastic once again an accepted and a need-

of-the-hour norm (Makki et al., 2021). 

10.2 Why addressing the new norms and 

behaviour through the lens of behavioural 

science is needed? 

Individuals strive for social acceptance and the 

societal norms which are standard and often 

unwritten rules which guide and constraint social 

behaviour. We as humans, gain and act on 

information from the way others behave, our 

actions are hence motivated by both injunctive 

and descriptive norms. Injunctive norms refer to 

beliefs about what should be done that is 

disapproving and mitigating the reliance on 

SUPs, whereas descriptive norms      refer to 

beliefs about what most people do or how they 

behave in a given situation, that could either be, 

turning to reusable alternatives or continue using 

plastic. Keeping in mind the established norms of 

the society, many governments and corporations 

around the world have sought to make the option 

of using SUPs, a harder one and capitalising on 

these norms is shown to be effective in promoting 

sustainable behaviours      (Makki et al., 2021). 

There is no “One size fits All” solution to the 

plastic problem and imposing blanket bans are 

necessary but, certainly not the endgame in 

solving the problem (Bans Work, but Aren’t the 

Endgame in Solving the Plastic Problem – 

Monash Lens, n.d.). Most countries look at bans 

as a magical solution but, for people to follow 

even a ban, requires them to onboard with the 

policy intervention otherwise it can backfire, thus 

bans don’t work in all cases. It is important to get 

the community on board through behavioural 

science interventions and then finally move 

towards imposing a ban once the majority have 

already changed their behaviour. To successfully 

phase out our reliance on SUPs, it is likely to 

mobilise all the efforts aimed towards behaviour 

change and not implement policy interventions in 

isolation (How to Break up with Plastics (Using 

Behavioural Science), n.d.). It is both, a 

behavioural and policy problem. 

In behavioural science, major life turning events 

like; the pandemic has the potential to act as a 

catalyst to change old habits and from new ones, 

known as the ‘Fresh Start’ effect. Thus, we 

should start by addressing the misconceptions 

that have fuelled bad habits, leverage insights 

from behavioural science to encourage new and 

sustainable behaviours (Makki et al., 2021). 

10.3 Leveraging behavioural science to offer 

solutions 

It is important to address the structural and 

behavioural barriers that impede individuals from 

transitioning to a circular economy. The 

prevalence of lack of awareness about the 

harmful effects of SUPs make it hard for 

individuals to adopt this system. According to 

behavioural science, there exists an intention-act 

gap, which means that even if we are aware that 

we need to change a particular behaviour and 

have an intention to act on that knowledge that 

will aid in changing that behaviour, we fail to take 

steps to realise that new behaviour. This gap 

exists in many sustainable behaviours, for 

example, we might be willing to buy a reusable 
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mask/cloth      bag, but we tend to succumb to the 

default option of SUPs, failing to realise the more 

sustainable option (Makki et al., 2021). 

It is equally important to look at how plastic is 

being framed during the pandemic, as hygienic      

and useful, which has created a mistrust towards 

reusable materials/products among consumers. 

These behavioural barriers of SUPs being 

regarded as safer in comparison to its alternatives 

in the context of Covid-19 calls for further 

research. According to medical experts, the 

survival period of the virus on plastic surface is 

up to 72 hours., which led to the framing of it 

being as “helpful” and “protective” rather than 

harmful. This “framing effect” as referred to in 

behavioural science, has led to consumers using 

unnecessary plastic packaging in even cases 

where they could have avoided it. This perception 

quickly branched out into social norms and 

emerged as a barrier. Government does play a 

paramount role in eliminating some of these 

barriers through the policy interventions but there 

is also an opportunity to apply behavioural 

nudges in collaboration. 

11. Behavioural perspective to the plastic 

problem 

1. COM-B Model of Behavior Change (Figure 

11) 

The figure points out clearly why we aren’t 

motivated to act, the first being lack of personal 

connection with the issue, which translates into 

saying things like, “I do not throw plastic waste 

directly into the ocean”. Consumers do not feel 

like they are responsible for their actions at an 

individual level and thus, do not feel impacted by 

the issue at a personal level. The absence of 

abrupt changes points out the fact that it takes 

years for plastic to build up in the environment 

which leads to consumers thinking there is 

nothing to worry about in the near future. 

Immorality, if we do not see how the environment 

is suffering because of our action, for example, 

we are not moved by the issue until we see a baby 

turtle wrapped in plastic or a cow eating it, we 

will not act. Lastly, immediacy, refers to if the 

consequences are going to affect us immediately, 

we will die shorty after purchasing plastic bag? 

No, hence “why should we act towards the issue 

immediately?”. Thus, any effective action must 

take these four obstacles to behaviour change into 

account and use “pain” and “suffering” to 

capitalise on the new behaviours. 

        Opportunity translates into consumers 

having limited or in case of the pandemic no 

option to go with the new behaviour, even if they 

wanted to. If someone wanted to take away their 

food from the restaurants in a brown paper, the 

unavailability of the reusable alternative leaves 

the consumer with no choice, but to rely on 

plastic as their packaging material. Similarly, if 

everything in a store comes packed in plastic, 

consumers options are automatically limited (The 
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Psychology of Cutting Plastic Pollution | SGR: 

Responsible Science, n.d.). 

Coming to the solutions part, capability, which 

translates into creating awareness through 

knowledge to ensure behaviour change happens. 

Before creating awareness and increasing the 

public visibility about the issue, it’s important to 

act on motivation and opportunity so that there 

are no barriers to behaviour change once 

consumers are onboard and ready to adopt the 

new behaviour. 

2. Framing effect 

Research found that the way we talk about 

plastics and the problems caused by it can help 

change or hinder behavioural efforts. The way we 

frame the problem, triggers our existing social 

norms and beliefs. The scale of the issue should 

be highlighted when talking about environmental 

problem like plastic pollution. Stating hard 

hitting facts about how much of the plastic waste 

in dumped into oceans every minute and 

simultaneously increase the public visibility of 

the issue. Such messaging leads to increased 

attention to the issue and creates a sense of 

urgency to “act now” (To Change Behaviour, We 

Need to Talk about Plastic Differently – Monash 

Lens, n.d.). The way we talk about the problem in 

the media and how we scale the issue is critical in 

raising awareness and concerns. 

Research conducted on how a simple change in 

the way questions are framed can      push the 

individuals to bring their own carry bags to the 

store. They used a Yes/No format where saying 

yes corresponded with the desired behaviour. The 

question “how many plastic bags do you need?” 

normalises that using plastic is the accepted 

followed social norm, whereas, asking “will you 

be bringing your carry bag to the store?”, 

reinforces that bringing your own carry bags is 

the desired behaviour. This study shows that 

framing of the desired behaviour is important to 

break the wrong social norms (Charge for Use or 

Nudge to Reuse? Interventions to Discourage 

Plastic Consumption - BehavioralEconomics.Com 

| The BE Hub, n.d.). 

             3. Changing the Defaults and using Salience 

Bias 

Changing defaults from SUPs to sustainable 

alternatives not only makes the desired behaviour 

easy, but also helps change the existing social 

norm. Keeping the situation of the pandemic in 

mind, plastic was considered as the default go-to 

material for both producers and consumers, 

which has once again marked the return of plastic, 

normalising it as a social norm (Makki et al., 

2021). To break this, research also suggests that 

along with making sustainable alternatives to 

plastic the default option, if it were visually 

appealing, it would be more attractive to the 

consumers. This is known as the Salience bias, 

which says that shoppers tend to focus more on 

items that are more prominent or emotionally 

striking. Thus, designing and framing sustainable 

alternatives will increase the acceptability of the 

alternatives. Salience bias also focuses on 

increasing public visibility of the issue, garnering 

media attention and reminding people to go for 
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the alternative option interrupting their automatic 

response of purchasing plastic. Designing here 

refers to turning towards art and using art to 

communicate why it’s important to choose that 

alternative option, refers to framing. 

Word of caution: changing the default as a 

strategy will only work when the default option is 

changed everywhere or covers at least a 

considerable      number of places so that the 

desired behaviour and narrative is communicated 

well. 

4. Social Norms, Bandwagon Effect and 

Messenger Effect 

People tend to adopt behaviours simply because 

they find others behaving in a particular way and 

behaviours can be altered at large, if certain 

actions are changed. This is known as the 

bandwagon effect, once enough people are aware 

and onboard to adopt sustainable behaviour we 

need to increase the visibility of the adoption of 

new behaviours so as to nudge the existing 

behaviours of the public at large and let them 

know what the ‘new’ norm is. Social norm is 

when we see others avoiding SUPs, we become 

more likely to avoid it too and if we get an 

indication that others are using SUPs, it makes the 

problem behaviour seem normal and hence, we 

tend to mirror the behaviour too (Social Media, 

Social Norms, and the Question of Plastic Bags – 

Monash Lens, n.d.). 

Tagging alongside this, is messenger effect, 

which is the phenomenon that people are greatly 

influenced by authority figures and what they 

do/say (Makki et al., 2021). So, this can also be 

used to increase the visibility of the issue, 

communicate the new norm and urge people to 

act in accordance with the new norm because it’s 

the right thing to do. Thus, all these three 

behavioural tools go hand-in-hand to change the 

problem behaviour 

5. Theoretical Domains Framework (TDF) 

and the Behaviour Change Wheel (BCW) 

(Figure 12) 

Behaviour change does not happen overnight, it’s 

a continuous process. There      exist certain 

frameworks that can aid in establishing the 

desired behaviour, converting it into a social 

norm.  

TDF includes 14 theoretical domains which 

codes for individual, socio-cultural and 

environmental factors that influence behaviour. 

This is inclusive of people’s      decision-making 
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processes, their knowledge and skills, memory 

and attention, their beliefs about capabilities and 

consequences, goals, emotions and physical and 

social environmental factors. This framework 

helps synthesise and evaluate interventions aimed 

at changing behaviour. 

Source: Allison et al., 2020 

The behaviour change wheel aids in 

understanding behaviour and designing 

interventions for populations, organisations, and 

individuals. It is a combination of 19 behavioural 

frameworks and consists of an inner hub, the 

COM-B model, a middle later of intervention 

functions and the last layer comprises of policy 

options for leveraging a combination of policy 

and behavioural interventions (Allison et al., 

2020).  

12. Results and Discussions 

The most important outcome of this paper is that, 

to change behaviour aimed at discouraging 

people to use SUPs, it important that we turn 

towards behaviour science and implement a 

combination of behavioural and policy tools. To 

eradicate SUPs from our lives, we must first 

address the barriers to behaviour change, 

understand the behaviour of the people and apply 

a combination of nudges and policies to achieve 

the desired behaviour. The plastic problem is as 

much a behavioural problem as it a policy 

problem. The paper would have served its 

purpose if governments, organisations, activists 

and people understand the importance of 

behavioural science as field and realise its 

potential in solving the plastic problem. 
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