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Executive Summary 
 
Ethical consumerism is a pluralised concept that, in recent years, has focused on 
concerns surrounding the manufacture, consumption and disposal of single use 
plastics. Through this concept, the purpose of this UK-focused pilot project was to 
explore and to understand the household decision-making journey of single use 
plastics and, in doing so, reimagine the ways in which single use plastics enter, are 
consumed, and exit the household. To support this purpose, this report evaluates 
institutional interventions that, since 2014, have shaped the value chain for single 
use plastics. In doing so, the report seeks to identify where connections can be 
made between institutional interventions in the single use plastics landscape and 
household decision-making journeys. 
 
Focusing initially on macro-level voluntary initiatives, the report identified three 
measures that have shaped the national landscape of plastics in the UK—the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals, the Ellen MacArthur plastics circular economy and 
the UK Plastics Pact. Government support (both the UK and devolved nations) for 
these measures, alongside commitments from stakeholders across the plastics value 
chain to commit voluntarily to their core goals, has resulted in many institutions 
implementing interventions at the micro-level. With particular (but not sole) focus on 
supermarket retailers—significant contributors to the volume of plastic packaging 
and items produced, distributed and consumed in the UK—collection of interventions 
implied a tendency to prioritise measures involving the recycling stage of the plastics 
circular economy, with critique amongst environmental charities that there is 
insufficient focus on reduction measures.  
 
Eight interventions were chosen as good examples of the plastics circular economy 
model in action. Interventions were evaluated and assessed, including their potential 
impact on household decision-making for single use plastics. Overall, while many of 
the interventions are reliant on households to ensure the sustainability of the circular 
model, there appeared to be little consideration as to the complexities and 
heterogeneities of the ‘household’ and in influencing the behavioural practices 
required. This emphasises the importance of the pilot project in exploring single use 
plastic in the home, as expressed, consumed and performed by the household 
themselves. 
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Introduction 
 
Ethical consumerism—as a pluralised concept—often incorporates multiple 
practices, experiences and decision-making behaviours as guided by an individual’s 
or group’s ethical, sustainable and/or moral concerns. The complexity and fluidity of 
this concept is demonstrated through the ways in which UK public discourses have, 
in recent years, problematised plastics (and ‘single use’ plastics in particular) within 
an ethical and moral frame—including the ways in which plastics are manufactured, 
consumed and disposed of.  
 
Aligned with these concerns, a growing number of international and national 
institutions have developed strategies, frameworks and targets with which to modify 
the linear value chain for single use plastics, often encouraging support and 
collaboration between governments, businesses, NGOs and manufacturers 
(amongst others). Elsewhere, grassroots activism, demonstrated with a range of 
campaigns and movements (in both off- and online spaces) have drawn attention to 
the connections between environmental degradation (particularly, marine litter) and 
the ongoing production and consumption of single use plastics. Emotive rhetoric, that 
speaks to the ‘unnecessariness’ and ‘wastefulness’ of single use plastics supports a 
narrative that their production and consumption is antithetical to an environmentally 
and socially responsible lifestyle. 
 
Institutional interventions to modify the value chain of single use plastics will 
invariably impact household consumption; actively and passively, directly and 
indirectly. The objective of this UK-focused pilot project—adapted and modified in 
light of COVID-19—is to explore and to understand the household decision-making 
journey of single use plastics and, in doing so, reimagine the ways in which single 
use plastics enter, are consumed by and exit the household. Through this, the 
project will offer insights on understanding possible intervention points in this journey 
in order to achieve the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)—specifically 
SDG 12, Responsible Consumption and Production. 
 
Within this context, the purpose of this report is to evaluate institutional interventions 
that, since 2014, have aimed to shape the value chain for single use plastics, 
including the ways in which they are produced, consumed and disposed of. To 
achieve this purpose, this report considers the following questions: 

• How can institutional interventions be understood within the single use 
plastic landscape? 

• What connections can be made between institutional interventions and 
their effect on household consumption of single use plastic? 
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This report is composed of three core sections. Following discussion of research 
methods, key findings for each research stage are detailed; this is followed by a 
concluding recommendations section. 

 
Methods 
 
A pragmatic and strategic desk-based literature review took place between April and 
July 2020 to collate and evaluate publicly available materials that detailed 
institutional interventions involving single use plastics.1 This review was composed of 
three core stages: 

• Stage One: Review of relevant introductory background documents to 
broadly understand the single use plastic landscape from both an 
international and national (UK) perspective 

• Stage Two: Development of search terms, targeted literature search 
and collation of institutional interventions in an Excel database 

• Stage Three: Analysis and critique of eight single use plastic 
interventions (as identified in Stage Two) that represent each stage of 
the plastics circular economy model2 

 

Stage One 
 
Stage One involved the review of relevant background documents to better 
understand the UK landscape for single use plastics between 2014 and 2020. It was 
apparent that, while numerous policy interventions have been established during this 
time, specifically designed to target single use plastics, there were three in particular 
that have had (and continue to have) considerable impact—the UN SDGs, the 
circular economy model and the Plastics Pact. 
 
Before continuing, however, it is important to pause and reflect on the lack of 
consistency with which single use plastics are defined. For example, the UK 
Government defines single use plastics as: “all products that are made wholly or 
partly of plastic and are typically intended to be used just once and/or for a short 

 
1	In	this	context,	‘institution’	was	conceptualised	as	a	(primarily)	UK-based	organisation,	including	
governments,	businesses	and	charities	and	‘intervention’	was	conceptualised	as	a	strategy,	target,	method	
or	action	designed	to	instil	change.	The	review	did	not	define	‘single	use	plastics’	per	se	but	did	include	
plastics	specifically	defined	as	‘single	use’	or	else	undefined	but	described	as	‘problematic’	or	
‘unnecessary’	(etc.).	This	is	because,	often,	the	plastics	assigned	these	adjectives	are	not	intended	for	long-
term	(re)use.	
2	The	plastics	circular	economy	model	broadly	consists	of	the	following	stages:	raw	materials	(entering	
the	model);	design;	(re)manufacture;	distribution;	consumption	(use	and	reuse);	recycling;	residual	
waste	(leaving	the	model)		
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period of time before being disposed of.”3 Here, temporal intentions guide the 
categorisation of a plastic as ‘single use.’ In contrast, the British Plastics Federation 
argues that “there is no such thing as single use packaging, all plastic packaging can 
be recovered for recycling or the generation of energy."4 Here, while plastic 
packaging might be intended for short- and/or single-term use from a production-
consumption perspective, the Federation focuses on the technicalities of its 
application in a post-consumption setting (e.g. the generation of energy). Some 
institutions, while actively targeting single use plastics, do not necessarily define the 
term (instead providing tangible examples). Elsewhere, single use plastics are 
designated as such through descriptors such as ‘avoidable’ (technically, 
environmentally and economically practicable),5 ‘problematic’ and ‘unnecessary’ 
(‘where consumption could be avoided through elimination, reuse or replacement 
and items that, post-consumption, commonly do not enter recycling and composting 
systems, or where they do, are not recycled due to their format, composition or 
size’).6 Although these examples are not exhaustive, they do speak to the 
heterogeneity of terminology used to refer to single use plastics; it is important to be 
mindful of this when understanding the broader intervention landscape.  
 
The UN SDGs 
 
The UN SDGs were first established in 2012 at the UN Conference on Sustainable 
Development in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil (in 2015, all UN Member States adopted the 
SDGs). The SDGs were designed to replace the UN Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs), with a core objective of creating a set of 17 ‘universal’ goals that, by 2030, 
address urgent environment, political and economic global challenges.7 At the time 
of development, the SDGs did not have specific objectives or indices for (single use) 
plastics. In 2017, however, the UN adopted an additional resolution in relation to 
Goal 14 (Life Below Water) including an agreement to implement: 

 
3	Source:	GOV.UK	(2019).	Gove	takes	action	to	ban	plastic	straws,	stirrers,	and	cotton	buds.	Available	
from:	https://www.gov.uk/government/news/gove-takes-action-to-ban-plastic-straws-stirrers-and-cotton-buds	
(accessed	July	2020)	
4	Source:	British	Plastics	Federation	(2020).	Plastic	packaging	and	the	environment.	Available	from:	
https://www.bpf.co.uk/packaging/environment.aspx	(accessed	July	2020)	
5	Source:	HM	Government	(2018).	A	green	future:	our	25	year	plan	to	improve	the	environment.	Available	
from:	
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/693158/25-
year-environment-plan.pdf	(accessed	July	2020)	
6	Source:	Wrap	(2019).	Eliminating	problem	plastics.	Available	from:	
https://www.wrap.org.uk/content/eliminating-problem-plastics	(accessed	July	2020)	
7	Source:	United	Nations	Development	Programme	(date	unknown).	Background	on	the	goals.	Available	
from:	https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/sustainable-development-goals/background.html	(accessed	
July	2020)	
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Long-term and robust strategies to reduce the use of plastics and microplastics, 
particularly plastic bags and single use plastics, including by partnering with 
stakeholders at relevant levels to address their production, marketing and use.8 
 
This addition to Goal 14 could be seen as indicative of the changing narrative 
associated with single use plastics in the past ten years—from one of many 
environmental issues to the ethical and moral issue. The purpose of this report is not 
to evaluate the UN SDGs critically in relation to single use plastics. However, it can 
be inferred that framing single use plastics within Goal 14 alludes to an emphasis on 
the environmental concerns associated with problematic waste disposal methods 
rather than the problematics associated with continued production and consumption. 
 
This nuance is further reflected in the ways in which various institutions interpret and 
reinterpret the SDGs for single use plastics. The British Plastics Federation, the main 
trade body for the UK plastic industry, argues that plastics support ten of the 17 
SDGs, including Goal 14.9 Within the context of Goal 14, the British Plastics 
Federation argues that societal failure to prevent littering and ineffective waste 
management practices are the core reasons for increased plastic waste entering 
marine environments. Additionally, it draws attention to interventions supported by 
the plastics industry to reduce the impact of marine plastics, for example, Operation 
Clean Sweep and Waste Free Oceans. 
 
Elsewhere, government institutions have interpreted pledges to ban certain single 
use plastic items as supportive of Goal 14. The UK Government, for example, 
suggests its ban on microbeads and the 2015 plastic bag charge (England)—
amongst other planned interventions—help to prevent marine pollution, thus meeting 
its obligations towards Goal 14.10 To further support this, the UK Government also 
currently co-leads on the Commonwealth Clean Ocean Alliance which aims to bring 
governments, businesses and NGOs together and encourage global action on 
eliminating ‘avoidable’ plastic waste. In addition, the multinational consumer goods 
company, Unilever, has committed to increasing the recyclability of its plastic 
packaging and increase its use of recycled plastics.11 
 

 
8	Source:	United	Nations	(2017).	Our	ocean,	our	future:	call	for	action.	Available	from:	
https://oceanconference.un.org/callforaction	(accessed	July	2020)	
9	Source:	British	Plastics	Federation	(2020).	Sustainable	Development	Goals	–	what	are	they	and	why	do	
we	need	them?	Available	from:	https://www.bpf.co.uk/sdgs/home	(accessed	July	2020)	
10	Source:	HM	Government	(2019).	Voluntary	national	review	of	progress	towards	the	Sustainable	
Development	Goals.	Available	from:	
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/23678UK_12072019_UK_Voluntary_National_Revie
w_2019.pdf	(accessed	July	2020)	
11	Source:	Unilever.	UN	Sustainable	Development	Goals.	Available	from:	
https://www.unilever.com/sustainable-living/our-strategy/un-sustainable-development-goals/	(accessed	July	
2020)	
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The objective of this report is not to deep-dive and critically assess single use plastic 
interventions as framed by commitments to the UN SDGs. However, the three 
examples above, all seemingly supportive of Goal 14, highlight the myriad of ways in 
which institutions, including multinational businesses, governments and trade bodies 
can interpret global, ‘universal’ objectives (which were not originally plastic-specific) 
to frame their responses to single use plastic as socially and environmentally 
responsible. This includes the collection of marine litter, increasing plastic recycling 
or banning certain single use plastic items. A future area of investigation could be to 
critically evaluate the ways in which ‘universal’ aims, such as the UN SDGs, are 
adopted by influential institutions to support a narrative of maintaining ethical, 
sustainable and/or ethical operations within the context of plastics. 
 
The plastics circular economy 
 
The plastics circular economy model is conceptualised as the alternative to the 
historic linear plastics value chain of ‘take, make, use, throw.’ At the heart of the 
plastics circular model is an objective for high value plastics to be kept in use for as 
long as possible, ensuring maximum extraction while keeping resources out of 
landfill and incineration for as long as possible. A key objective, therefore, is to 
decouple the generation of plastic waste from growth. The plastics circular economy 
model has been championed and led by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation; its core 
vision is to ensure that plastics never become waste but are able to re-enter the 
economy. Framed within the context of the UN SDGs and criticising the fragmented 
and uncoordinated approach to the plastics economy to date, the Ellen MacArthur 
Foundation aims to deliver improved economic and environmental outcomes, at a 
system-wide level, through the creation of an effective plastics economy post-
consumption. In doing so, it is argued, the leakage of plastics into the natural 
environment will be reduced and its production will be decoupled from fossil 
feedstocks.12 A number of signatories and institutions have committed their 
intentions to engage in a plastics circular economy model, as put forward by the 
Ellen MacArthur Foundation. To date, 450 signatories have signed its Global 
Commitment, including companies that collectively represent 20% of all plastic 
packaging produced globally (e.g., PepsiCo, The Coca-Cola Company, L’Oréal).13 
Targets are to14: 

 
12	Source:	World	Economic	Forum,	Ellen	MacArthur	Foundation	and	McKinsey	&	Company	(2016).	The	
new	plastics	economy	—	rethinking	the	future	of	plastics.	Available	from:	
http://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/publications	(accessed	July	2020)	
13	Source:	Ellen	MacArthur	Foundation	(2020).	Global	Commitment.	A	circular	economy	for	plastic	in	
which	it	never	becomes	waste.	Available	from:	https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/our-
work/activities/new-plastics-economy/global-commitment	(accessed	June	2020)	
14	Source:	Ellen	MacArthur	Foundation	(2019).	New	plastics	economy	global	commitment.	June	2019	
report.	Available	from:	https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/assets/downloads/GC-Report-June19.pdf	
(accessed	July	2020)	
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• Take action to eliminate problematic or unnecessary plastic packaging by 
2025 

• Take action to move from single use towards reuse models where relevant by 
2025  

• 100% of plastic packaging to be reusable, recyclable, or compostable by 2025 
• Set an ambitious 2025 post-consumer recycled content target across all 

plastic packaging use  
 
Both the UK Government and the Scottish Government have signed the commitment 
these governments commit to eliminating ‘problematic’ or ‘unnecessary’ plastic, 
encourage reuse models, incentivise use of reusable, recyclable or compostable 
plastic, increase collection, sorting, reuse and recycling rates, and stimulate demand 
for recycled plastics.15,16 The promotion of a circular economy approach to resources 
is now a key part of government strategy, including the UK Government’s 25 Year 
Environment Plan and its Resources and Waste Strategy for England.17 Similarly, 
Scotland has developed its own strategy—Making Things Last.18 The importance of 
this cannot be overstated given the impact of government legislation in shaping the 
plastic landscape for businesses, local government and, ultimately, the household.  
 
It is also recognised that government strategies to the circular economy are 
themselves influenced by non-voluntary measures. In 2018, for example, the 
European Commission adopted the European Strategy for Plastics in a Circular 
Economy.19  This was developed following the European Commission’s 2015 EU 
Action Plan for a circular economy, which identified plastics as a key priority. 
Although not specifically targeted towards ‘single use’ plastics, the 2018 strategy 
presents key EU-level commitments including ensuring that by 2030 all plastic 
packaging is either reusable or recyclable.20  Supporting this goal further, in 2018, 
the European Commission proposed the Single-Use Plastics Directive which would 

 
15	Source:	HM	Government	(2018).	Our	waste,	our	resources:	a	strategy	for	England.	Available	from:	
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/765914/resour
ces-waste-strategy-dec-2018.pdf	(accessed	July	2020)	
16	Source:	Scottish	Government	(date	unknown).	Managing	waste.	Available	from:	
https://www.gov.scot/policies/managing-waste/new-plastics-economy-global-commitment/	(accessed	July	
2020)	
17	Source:	Gov.UK	(2018).	Resources	and	waste	strategy	for	England.	Available	from:	
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/resources-and-waste-strategy-for-england	(accessed	July	2020)	
18	Source:	Gov.Scot	(date	unknown).	Managing	waste.	Available	from:	
https://www.gov.scot/policies/managing-waste/new-plastics-economy-global-commitment/	(accessed	July	
2020)	
19	Source:	European	Commission	(date	unknown).	Plastics	in	a	circular	economy.	Available	from:	
https://ec.europa.eu/info/research-and-innovation/research-area/environment/plastics-circular-economy_en	
(accessed	July	2020)	
20	Source:	European	Commission	(date	unknown).	A	European	Strategy	for	Plastics	in	a	circular	economy.	
Available	from:	https://ec.europa.eu/environment/circular-economy/pdf/plastics-strategy-brochure.pdf	
(accessed	July	2020)	
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target the ten single-use plastic items most commonly found on Europe’s beaches 
and seas through a range of interventions including bans, improved collection of 
single use plastic waste and improved labelling schemes.21 Therefore, some of the 
goals put forward by the UK- and Scottish Governments will be supportive of EU-
level directives.22  
 
It is argued, however, that such a plastics circular economy model does not entirely 
resolve the complexities of plastic production and consumption. For example, the 
Global Environment Facility suggests the need to account for temporal dynamics, not 
just having a circular solution in place, but finding strategies to slow this loop and 
reduce demand (in the first instance), only producing plastic products where 
essential, discouraging non-essential production and use and promoting use of 
renewable and recyclable alternatives where possible.23 
 
Additional voluntary initiatives 
 
There are a number of additional voluntary initiatives within the UK that influence the 
plastics value chain, including:24 

• The UK Plastics Pact: a collaboration of businesses with targets to eliminate 
‘unnecessary’ single use plastic packaging, for all plastic packaging to be 
reusable, recyclable or compostable and for 70% to be recycled or composted 
by 2025 

• The Plastics Industry Recycling Action Plan: an industry action plan which 
includes increased collection of recyclable plastics, improved sorting and 
developing end markets for recycled plastics 

• The UK Circular Plastics Network: which aims to bring together plastic product 
users through a programme of networking and knowledge-sharing events 

 
The UK Plastics Pact is a collaborative initiative, delivered by Wrap, which aims to 
facilitate a circular economy for plastics across the entire plastics packaging chain, 
moving away from a linear plastics economy and keeping waste out of the 
environment. Again, discussion focuses on the ‘problematic’ or ‘unnecessary’ uses of 

 
21	Source:	European	Commission	(2020).	European	strategy	for	plastics.	Available	from:	
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/waste/plastic_waste.htm	(accessed	July	2020)		
22	Source:	House	of	Commons	Library	(2020).	Plastic	waste.	Available	from:	
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-8515/	(accessed	July	2020)	
23	Source:	Global	Environment	Facility	(2018).	Plastics	and	the	circular	economy.	A	STAP	document.	
Available	from:	https://www.thegef.org/sites/default/files/publications/PLASTICS%20for%20posting.pdf	
(accessed:	June	2020)	
24	Source:	House	of	Commons	Library	(2020).	Plastic	waste.	Available	from:	
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-8515/	(accessed	July	2020)	
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plastic that ‘exacerbate’ plastic waste in the natural environment. By 2025, goals are 
to:2526 

1. Eliminate problematic or unnecessary single-use packaging  
2. 100% reusable, recyclable or compostable packaging  
3. 70% of plastic packaging effectively recycled or composted  
4. 30% average recycled content in plastic packaging  

 
At present, the UK Plastics Pact involves 79 business members (representing retail, 
manufacturing, hospitality, the plastic supply sector, plastic recycling and resource 
management) who are estimated to be responsible for 80% of plastic packaging sold 
in UK supermarkets and half the packaging placed on the market. The UK Plastics 
Pact also has 39 supporting organisations (trade and sector associations, technology 
and data companies) alongside Defra and the Welsh and Scottish Governments.27 
 
While the focus of Stage One was to broadly understand the plastics landscape in 
the UK, there is opportunity to evaluate these current measures critically. This could 
include, for example, an exploration into the ways in which single use plastics are 
defined, the voluntary nature of the goals and commitments and the potential for 
(re)interpretation of these initiatives by big business, evaluating how they are used to 
frame plastic-focused interventions as environmentally sustainable. 
 

Stage Two 
 

Taking into consideration the learnings of Stage One, Stage Two focused on the 
review of relevant documents to identify and collate institutional interventions 
involving single use plastics. Restrictions were imposed on the search strategy in 
order to maintain the project scope. The review did not include interventions 
associated with single use plastics in the context of COVID-19—this is a rapidly 
changing space and requires ongoing reflection and analysis. In addition, this review 
focused primarily on interventions involving single use plastic items and packaging 
that move through supermarket/retail spaces. There were several pragmatic reasons 
for this strategy. Supermarkets are responsible for producing and distributing a 
significant proportion of the single use plastics produced and distributed in the UK. In 
2018, for example, a joint report from the Environmental Investigation Agency and 

 
25	Source:	Wrap	(2018).	A	roadmap	to	2025	–	the	UK	Plastics	Pact.	Available	from:	
https://www.wrap.org.uk/content/the-uk-plastics-pact-roadmap-2025	(accessed	July	2020)	
26	Targets	1,	2	and	4	refer	to	items	or	packaging	sold	by	The	UK	Plastics	Pact	members	and	are	collective	
targets.	Target	3	refers	to	all	UK	plastic	packaging	including	household,	commercial	and	industrial	
	
27	Source:	Wrap	(2018).	A	roadmap	to	2025	–	the	UK	Plastics	Pact.	Available	from:	
https://www.wrap.org.uk/content/the-uk-plastics-pact-roadmap-2025	(accessed	July	2020)	
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Greenpeace estimated the total plastic packaging used by the UK’s biggest 
supermarkets increased from an estimated 886,000 tonnes to 903,000 tonnes in 
2018.28 Secondly, the single use plastic items that frame several institutional 
interventions (for example, bans) include single use plastic items that are often sold 
and/or distributed in the retail/supermarket setting, for example, plastic cutlery, 
plastic-stemmed cotton buds etc.29 As a result, for the purposes of this pilot, 
understanding interventions within the UK retail/supermarket space offered a 
glimpse into the ways a large segment of the public will interact with and consume 
single use plastics in household spaces. 
 
Future areas of investigation could include focus on institutional interventions 
involving, for example, the fashion industry, online retail and home and gardening. 
Analysis of campaigns and activism—both off- and online spaces (including social 
media)—would also offer an important avenue of future investigation, focusing on 
consumer mobilisations and empowerment. 
 
 
Table 1 details the key search strings and inclusion criteria used to identify 
institutional interventions involving single use plastics. Literature sources included 
institutional websites, consultations, press releases, and annual reports and were 
reviewed for interventions that sought to influence the production and consumption 
of single use plastics. This approach helped to identify broadly UK-based institutions 
and industry sectors with clear and widely communicated strategies in place. The 
search strategy was then narrowed further to focus on several, high-profile 
businesses within each relevant industry sector (Table 2).  
 
Table 1. Search strategy string terms and inclusion criteria 

Core Search Term  Sub Search Term 
‘Plastic’ AND ‘Single-use’ OR ‘single use’ OR ‘disposable’ OR ‘unnecessary’ 

OR ‘problematic’ OR ‘problem’ OR ‘avoidable’ OR ‘pollution’ OR 
‘waste’ OR 'convenience' 

‘Initiative’ OR ‘Measure’ OR ‘package free’ OR ‘reuse’ OR ‘reusable’ OR 
‘recycle’ OR ‘reduce’ OR ‘campaign’ OR ‘sustainable’ OR 
‘sustainability’ OR ‘environment’ OR ‘environmental’ 

‘Institution’ OR ‘Government’ OR ‘local government’ OR ‘charity’ OR ‘NGO’ OR 
‘think tank’ OR ‘public sector’ OR ‘social media’ OR ‘online’ OR 
'trade body’ OR ‘association’ OR 'local government' OR 
‘supermarket’ 

 
28	Source:	Environmental	Investigation	Agency	and	Greenpeace.	Checking	out	of	plastics	II.	Available	
from:	https://eia-international.org/wp-content/uploads/Checking-Out-on-Plastics-2-report.pdf	(accessed	July	
2020)	
29	Source:	European	Parliament.	Parliament	seals	ban	on	throwaway	plastics	by	2021.	Available	from:	
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20190321IPR32111/parliament-seals-ban-on-throwaway-
plastics-by-2021	(accessed	July	2020)	
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‘Sector’ - ‘Food’ OR ‘retail’ OR ‘online’ OR ‘beauty’ OR ‘fashion’ OR ‘home’ 
OR ‘drink’ 

Inclusion Criteria 
Geography  UK, England, Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland 
Year  2014–2020 (up to July 2020) 
Language   English 
Search 
Engines/Databases 

 Google, Google Scholar, legislation.gov.uk, data.gov, 
database.globalreporting.org 

Search Engine 
Refinement Tools 

 “exact-match search” 
OR or | 
-exclude (group multiple terms) 
Filetype: 
Site: 
Related: 
Intitle: 
Allintitle: 
Intext: 
Allintext: 
Around(X) 

 

Table 2: Sector-specific institutions/businesses 
Sector Institution/Business 
National Government  • UK Government 

• Scottish Government 
• Welsh Government 
• Northern Irish Assembly 

Local Government • Barrow Borough Council 
• Birmingham City Council 
• Brighton and Hove City Council 
• Cheshire West and Chester City Council 
• Coventry City Council 
• Dorset Council 
• Durham City Council 
• Fife Council 
• Glasgow City Council 
• Great Manchester Combined Authority 
• Highland Council 
• Lancashire City Council 
• Lewisham Council 
• London Assembly 
• Newcastle-under-Lyme Borough Council 
• Surrey County Council 
• Worcestershire County Council 
• Wyre Council 

Retail—Grocery • Aldi 
• Asda 
• Co-op 
• Iceland 
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• Lidl 
• Morrisons 
• M&S 
• Sainsburys 
• Tesco 
• Waitrose 

Retail—Online • Amazon 
• ASOS 
• Boohoo 

Charity/NGO • City to Sea 
• Ellen MacArthur Foundation 
• Keep Northern Ireland Beautiful 
• UK Plastics Pact 

Food Delivery • JustEat 
Trade Body/Association • British Plastics Federation 

• British Retail Consortium 
• British Soft Drinks Association 
• Chilled Food Association 
• Cosmetic, Toiletry and Perfumery Association 
• Food and Drink Association, UK Hospitality 
• British Home Enhancement Trade Association 
• Absorbent Hygiene Products Manufacturers Association 
• Association of Convenience Stores Ltd 
• British Frozen Food Federation 
• The Horticultural Trades Association 

 

Interventions were collated, categorised and housed in an Excel database using the 
following questions: 

1. What is the aim of the intervention? [To remove, reduce, reuse, recycle single 
use plastic] 

2. Which element of the plastics value chain is targeted? [Raw materials, design, 
(re)manufacture, distribution, consumption, waste] 

3. How does the intervention impact household consumption of single use 
plastic? [Directly—the intervention targets the consumption stage of the 
circular economy; indirectly—the intervention targets the pre/post-
consumption stages of the circular economy] 

4. Does the intervention require active household practices and behaviours? 
[Actively—the household must perform an active behaviour; passively—the 
household does not need to perform an active behaviour] 

 
In addition, the review also considered the ways in which institutional assumptions 
about the ‘household’ were fed into the interventions involving single use plastics, for 
example, in terms of accessibility, availability and affordability. 
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Collating ‘micro’ interventions (i.e., interventions in place within individual institutions) 
helped identify patterns across an industry sector. This review found a number of 
supermarkets focused on recycling measures, for example, increasing the use of 
recycled materials and making packaging items easier to recycle (e.g., using less 
black plastic, using one polymer type). This supports extensive research from the 
Environmental Investigation Agency and Greenpeace who note that recyclability is 
the main focus of supermarket retail efforts.30 It also supports a concern voiced by 
the Commons Select Committee that while the UK Government has consulted on a 
wide range of measures to boost recycling and recyclability of plastic packaging, 
there is less emphasis on measures to reduce plastic waste—a measure considered 
to be higher up the waste hierarchy than recycling.31 Here, while supermarkets do 
have reduction targets in place for plastic packaging, these are often in relation to 
own-brand plastic packaging. In terms of single use plastic items, while certain items 
have been removed from distribution, they typically tend to be those associated with 
European and national targets (e.g., straws, cutlery). Additionally, while some 
supermarkets do have reuse or refill trials/initiatives in places, it has been suggested 
that measures are relatively small scale compared to the effects required to ensure 
sustainable consumer behavioural change.32 
 
The emphasis on recycling-based interventions, rather than measures to reduce the 
availability of single use plastic items/packages, invariably has implications for the 
ways in which households are expected to engage in the plastics circular economy. 
For example, measures to increase the proportion of recycled plastics in 
items/packaging requires a supply of high-quality recyclates. This, therefore, requires 
households to correctly dispose of appropriate plastics for recycling (e.g., through 
kerbside recycling or deposit return schemes, as supported by local infrastructure)—
itself a complex and multi-faceted topic. Given the emphasis on reuse and recycling 
interventions amongst largest institutions, there is a vital need to ensure that 
‘responsibility’ for ensuring the success of the plastics circular economy does not 
place undue burden on the household. Placing the burden on households risks 
framing households as ‘irresponsible’ if interventions fail to meet targets, despite the 
waste hierarchy emphasising ‘prevention’ as the pinnacle of any plastic strategy. 
This is problematic given plastic consumption is increasingly conceptualised as 
antithetical to ethical consumerism; there is a need to ensure the discourses of 
ethics and morals do not unduly focus on individual household consumption 

 
30	Source:	Environmental	Investigation	Agency	and	Greenpeace.	Checking	out	of	plastics	II	(2018).	
Available	from:	https://eia-international.org/wp-content/uploads/Checking-Out-on-Plastics-2-report.pdf	
(accessed	July	2020)	
31	Source:	www.parliament.UK (date unknown):	Chapter	three	–	recycling.	Available	from:	
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmenvfru/2080/208006.htm	(accessed	July	2020)	
32	Source.	www.parliament.ac.uk	(date	unknown).	Chapter	five	–	reducing	plastic	packaging.	Available	
from:	https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmenvfru/2080/208008.htm	(accessed	July	
2020)	
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practices given, as seen in Stage One, the systemic complexity of the plastics value 
chain. 
 
It should be mentioned that, while supermarkets may be focusing on recycling 
measures, this was not the case for all sectors. Interestingly (and, as discussed in 
Stage Three), a number of local government (e.g., councils) have, in recent years, 
developed strategies specifically designed to reduce single use plastics within their 
regions. This includes measures involving collaboration with charities to instil ‘on the 
go’ reuse behaviours (e.g., the Refill campaign) and encouraging businesses to 
remove single use plastic items. While many of these measures are aligned with 
national government and additional voluntary initiatives, it is important to reflect on 
the variability of measures specifically targeting household consumption of plastics.  
 
Stages One and Two were important in understanding the plastics landscape and 
identifying institution-specific ‘micro’ institutions. This work was not exhaustive, 
however; in future, a useful exercise would be to map the networks of initiatives, both 
within and between institutions and sectors to better understand how micro-level 
initiatives are influenced by national and international objectives. For the purposes of 
this report, it was felt that the most appropriate action moving forward was to 
understand key interventions currently in place that best typify the various stages of 
plastics circular economy—this is discussed in Stage Three below. 
  

Stage 3 
The purpose of Stage Three was to deep dive on several interventions that, following 
group discussions, were considered to be representative of the various stages of the 
plastics circular economy. Interventions were chosen based on the potential scale of 
impact (e.g., government legislation) and the extent to which interventions are 
supported by multiple institutions. Table 3 summarises the eight interventions 
discussed. 
 
Table 3: Summary of eight intervention examples representing the plastics circular 
economy model  

Example Intervention aim Value chain  Impact on 
household 

Household behavioural 
change 

Plastic 
packaging tax 

To tax plastic 
packaging 
produced in, or 
imported into, the 
UK that does not 
contain at least 
30% recycled 
plastic 

Raw 
materials 

Indirect—
although there is 
a risk producers 
may push the tax 
onto the 
household 

No—the intervention 
itself does not 
incentivise increased or 
improved recycling 
practices; however, 
manufacturers may 
require 
increased/improved 
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recycling household 
practices in order to 
source high quality 
recyclates to 
manufacture plastic 
packaging with 
increased content from 
recycled sources 

Light 
weighting 

To reduce the 
overall amount of 
plastic (in weight) 
required to 
produce plastic 
packaging 

Design Indirect—the 
product is still 
available for 
purchase and 
consumption; the 
overall volume of 
units has not 
decreased 

No—the product is 
available for household 
consumption and should 
still be recyclable (if 
accepted by the local 
authority); if households 
already recycle, they will 
not need to actively 
change existing 
behaviours 

Recycled 
content in 
food and 
drink plastic 
packaging 

To increase the 
proportion of 
recycled content 
in plastic 
packaging—
including drinks 
bottles and food 
trays 

(Re)manufac
ture 

Indirect—the 
product is still 
available for 
purchase and 
consumption; the 
overall volume of 
units has not 
decreased 

No—the product is 
available for household 
consumption; although 
the packaging may 
contain recycled plastic 
content, this does not 
necessarily mean the 
packaging itself is 
recyclable.  

Single use 
plastic item 
ban 

To remove or 
reduce single use 
plastic items from 
society 

Distribution 
and 
Consumption 

Direct—single 
use plastic items 
are no longer 
available for 
distribution and 
consumption 

Yes—the intervention 
requires active 
behavioural change, 
particularly if the 
household previously 
consumed single use 
plastic items that may no 
longer be available. 
Households may need to 
actively adopt different 
behaviours, for example, 
reusable options when in 
the home and ‘on the go’ 

Refill 
campaign 

To incentivise 
individuals to use 
refillable water 
bottles rather than 
purchasing water 
in single use 
plastic bottles 

Consumption 
(reuse) 

Direct—the 
campaign is 
targeted towards 
people in the UK 
although the 
establishment of 
refill stations 
across the UK 
involved multi-

Yes—the intervention 
requires active 
behavioural change ‘on 
the go’; people citizens 
are encouraged to carry 
a reusable bottle and 
find Refill stations in 
order to avoid 
purchasing plastic 
bottles 
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stakeholder 
collaboration 

Deposit 
return 
scheme 

To incentivise 
households to 
practice recycling 
behaviours  

Recycling 
(waste) 

Direct—the 
deposit return 
scheme directly 
impacts the 
household and 
their behaviours 
post-
consumption 

Yes—the intervention 
requires active 
behavioural change ‘on 
the go’ and in the home; 
while voluntary 
households are 
incentivised to return 
certain plastic bottles to 
designated sites.  

Compostable 
carrier bags 

To incentivise 
householders to 
use compostable 
carrier bags, 
where possible, 
for food waste 

Composting 
(waste) 
 

Direct—
compostable 
carrier bags 
require industrial 
composting; 
people must 
dispose of bags 
of through local 
authority food 
waste schemes  

Yes—the intervention 
requires active 
behavioural change with 
regards to compostable 
carrier bags but, 
confusingly, not 
necessarily with other 
compostable, bio-based 
or biodegradable items  

Marine litter 
campaigns 

To incentivise 
individuals to 
engage in 
campaign work to 
reduce plastic 
consumption 

Litter (waste) Direct—the 
campaigns are 
targeted at 
individuals 

Yes—the intervention 
provides tools and 
actions for households 
to reduce their 
consumption of plastics 

 

Raw materials: The Plastic Packaging Tax 
 
At Budget 2018, the UK Government announced its intention to introduce a Plastic 
Packaging Tax (anticipated to take effect from April 2022).33 The development of this 
measure is framed by a call for evidence into using the tax system (or charges) to 
reduce single use plastic waste; however, the tax will be applied more broadly, to 
include all plastic packaging (not specifically single use plastic packaging). 
 
The primary goals of the tax are to reduce producer demand for virgin feedstocks 
while creating greater demand for recycled plastics, increase levels of plastic 
recycling and divert plastic waste from landfill and incineration. The tax is designed 
to complement reformed Packaging Producer Responsibility Regulations and calls 

 
33	Source:	HMRC	(2020).	Plastic	packaging	tax.	Available	from:	
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/introduction-of-plastic-packaging-tax/plastic-packaging-tax	
(accessed	June	2020)	
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for increased consistency in household recycling collections across local authorities 
and businesses (increasing the supply of plastics that are easier to recycle).34 
 
While the design and refinement of the tax are ongoing, key elements currently 
include:35 

• Cost and threshold: 
o The tax will be applicable at a rate of £200 per tonne of plastic 

packaging which does not contain at least 30% recycled plastic 
(unless there are exemptions or otherwise excluded)—the rate of 
tax and the 30% recycled plastic threshold will remain under review 
to ensure its effectiveness in increasing the use of recycled plastic 

• Taxable plastic packaging: 
o Plastic packaging which has been manufactured in, or imported 

(both filled and unfilled) into, the UK 
• Trigger: 

o The point at which the tax will be charged is when materials are 
converted into plastic packaging and the conditions below are met 
(unless in any other way exempted) 

• Exemptions: 
o Businesses that manufacture or import less than 10 tonnes of 

plastic packaging in a 12-month period from the requirement to pay 
the tax 

o Packaging used to transport imported goods will not currently be in 
the scope of the tax (however, where transport packaging is itself 
the good being imported, it will be subject to tax) 

o The government is considering a narrow exemption for ‘immediate’ 
medical packaging covering all human medicines licensed to be 
placed in the UK market under the Human Medicines Regulations 
2012 (‘immediate’ being packaging in direct contact with the 
medicine) 

• Exports: 
o Plastic packaging which is manufactured or imported to be exported 

directly to an overseas customer is not subject to the tax 
 
There are additional technical considerations to take into account. For example, the 
government’s definition of taxable plastics has been modified to include alternative 
plastics (with the exception of cellulose-based polymers). This means that bio-based, 

 
34	Source:	HM	Treasury	(2019).	Plastic	packaging	tax:	consultation.	Available	from:	
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/871368/Plasti
c_packaging_tax_condoc_template_final_1.0.pdf	(accessed	July	2020)	
35	Source:	HMRC	(2020).	Plastic	packaging	tax.	Consultation	document.	Available	from:	
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/871559/Plasti
c_Packaging_Tax_-_Consultation.pdf	(accessed	June	2020)	
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biodegradable and compostable plastic packaging may be eligible for taxation—this 
is based on the need for further evidence of the impact of these materials should 
they be used more widely, in addition to avoiding situations in which the 
development of novel plastics or blends is implemented in order to avoid taxation. 
The refined definition also takes into account the consensus that there are packaging 
types where plastic is not the main structural component, but is the predominant 
material by weight (e.g., in situations where plastic is the single largest component of 
weight in a mixed-material item). 
 
While revisions to the definition on plastic packaging are ongoing, the government 
does not intend to capture items which are designed for longer term, likely repeated, 
storage by consumers (e.g., plastic storage boxes). This raises questions about the 
definition and interpretation of plastic storage as opposed to plastic packaging and 
the assumption of longer-term use at the consumer level. 
 
Given the breadth of stakeholders involved in the plastic packaging supply chain, it is 
unsurprising that responses have reflected the variety of positions. Wrap is largely in 
favour of the proposed tax, noting its alignment with the UK Plastics Pact target of 
achieving an average of 30% recycled content across all plastic packaging by 2025 
and, as a result, disincentivising production of plastic from 100% virgin feedstocks.36 
However, this does raise the question as to the usefulness of the Plastic Packaging 
Tax (which will be implemented in April 2022 at the earliest) given many UK Plastic 
Pact members are committed to these goals, to be achieved by 2025. There is room 
to consider whether the tax’s recycled plastic threshold of 30% is sufficient. The 
Green Alliance, for example, suggests the target is not ambitious enough, 
suggesting an escalation-type, long-term approach may be more suitable, on the 
rate or tax, the percentage of recycled plastic content, or both.44 In a more ‘radical’ 
measure, they also propose increasing taxation on virgin materials.  
 
There are additional concerns. For example, the supply of high-quality recycled 
plastic is a concern amongst some stakeholders; it is suggested that, at present, the 
UK market does not have the infrastructure to process and produce the volume of 
recycled plastic needed to meet the 30% threshold, potentially resulting in great 
reliance on imports.37 There is also concern about the quality of pellets, with 
contamination being more frequent. RECOUP suggests that sorting capacities at 
material recycling facilities and plastic recovery facilities do not represent a barrier to 

 
36	Source:	Wrap	(2018).	Autumn	Budget	proposal	to	encourage	recycled	content	in	plastic	packaging	
could	be	a	game-changer.	Available	from:	http://www.wrap.org.uk/blog/2018/10/autumn-budget-proposal-
encourage-recycled-content-plastic-packaging-could-be-game-chang	(accessed:	June	2020)	
37	Source:	ICIS	(2020).	UK	government	announces	plans	for	£200/tonne	plastic	tax	during	budget	2020.	
Available	from:	https://www.icis.com/explore/resources/news/2020/03/11/10481079/uk-government-
announces-plans-for-200-tonne-plastic-tax-during-budget-2020	(accessed	June	2020)	
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meeting the 30% recycled content target (by volume).38 However, their research 
suggests there are shortfalls in reprocessing capacity, with an estimated current 
operation output of 230,000 tonnes. Their analyses suggest that the UK’s 
reprocessing capacity may need to increase by 100% to meet the 30% recycled 
content in all household plastic packaging placed on the market, and over 200% to 
meet that target for food grade rigid household plastic packaging. 
 
It is also noted that the cost of food grade and natural pellet prices for recycled 
plastics (e.g. recycled high-density polyethylene; recycled-PET) are typically higher 
than prices for virgin blow-moulding pellets, without factoring in transport costs.37 To 
mitigate the fluctuating prices of oil and seasonal variations in plastic prices, the 
Green Alliance suggests the implementation of a price stabilising mechanism, to 
ensure that recycled plastic content is always cheaper than virgin feedstocks.44 

 
The Food and Drinks Federation argues the tax unfairly penalises producers who 
must adhere to strict food safety rules affecting the packaging they use.39 This 
concern is also put forward by the British Plastics Federation, arguing barriers to use 
of recycled plastic are not financial, but technical, in nature and food safety 
restrictions limit the use of recycled plastics in certain contexts.40 Valpak suggest 
that, based on 2017 data, 83% of grocery (supermarket only) plastic packaging is 
food contact, therefore creating restrictions in the ability to incorporate recycled 
content.  With approximately 34% of grocery plastic packaging being in food contact 
but not rigid PET or natural HDPE (with can include recycled content in carefully 
controlled conditions), it is suggested that this 34% would not be currently able to 
contain any recycled content unless producers changed material or new technology 
or material standards were implemented. Valpak suggests a more phased approach 
to both polymer type and application, with tax revenue ring-fenced to invest in 
chemical recycling infrastructure.41 This is recognised by Wrap, who, while favouring 
an increased demand for plastic recycled content, notes there are various types of 
plastic and plastic packaging where it will not be possible to achieve a 30% recycled 
content.42  Feedback during the Consultation processes reflect this concern, with 
arguments that the 30% threshold is too high for plastic packaging that comes into 

 
38	Source:	Circular	(2020).	Plastic	infrastructure	capacity	must	‘double’	to	meet	plastic	tax	demands	–	
RECOUP.	Available	from:	https://www.circularonline.co.uk/news/plastic-infrastructure-capacity-must-double-
to-meet-plastic-tax-demands-recoup/	(accessed	June	2020)			
39	Source:	Food	and	Drink	Federation	(2020).	Response	to	the	Chancellor’s	Budget	2020.	Available	from:	
https://www.fdf.org.uk/news.aspx?article=8206	(accessed	June	2020)	
40	Source:	British	Plastics	Federation	(2019).	Taxing	plastic	packaging	based	upon	the	amount	of	recycled	
content.	Available	from:	https://www.bpf.co.uk/press/taxing-plastic-packaging-based-upon-the-amount-of-
recycled-conte.aspx	(accessed	June	2020)	
41	Valpak	(date	unknown).	Plastic	packaging	tax:	consultation.		
42	Source:	FlexoTech	(2020)	Plastic	packaging	hit	in	the	budget.	Available	from:	
https://www.flexotechmag.com/news/32792/plastic-packaging-hit-in-budget/	(accessed	June	2020)	
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contact with food (currently, only PET and HDPE are currently available in recycled 
grades that are suitable for direct food contact).43 
 
The Green Alliance argues that a single obligation is problematic and will encourage 
switching between polymers, with manufacturers potentially reducing recycled 
content in packaging that already exceeds the threshold in order to increase it 
elsewhere (ultimately resulting in no overall increase).44 
 
Consultation feedback highlights concerns that, as food and drink producers might 
be unable to avoid paying the tax, it risks impacting the price of goods for 
consumers. Just Eat, for example, suggests that the knock on effect of packaging 
pricing is likely to be passed directly to the consumer.43 From the government 
perspective, this measure is not expected to impact individuals directly, unless 
businesses pass on the charge. Instead, the measure is expected to impact up to an 
estimated 20,000 producers and importers of plastic packaging, with a combination 
of one-off and ongoing costs. Voulvoulis and Kirkman (date unknown) however, 
suggest the possibility of the tax being passed on to consumers.45 In an economic 
analysis, an estimated tax of £230 million could be transferred by packaging 
producers and retailers to UK households, amounting to 16p per week per 
household, with costs estimated to be lower (7p per household per week). They 
argue, however, that the challenge of plastic is not waste, but production, suggesting 
that increasing the recycled content of plastics ‘exposes the current rhetoric’ of 
assigning blame, not to production, but to the problem of waste. Additionally, the 
authors emphasise a position that recyclers have not created the plastic waste crisis, 
which is instead associated with increased plastic packaging production. 
 
Design: Light weighting 
 
Light weighting is a term used to describe the reduction in the weight of plastic 
packaging (but not necessarily a reduction in the volume of plastic packaging units). 
This may involve, for example, reducing the thickness of PET drink bottles, and is 
suggested to conserve materials, reduce packaging weight and reduce the energy 
used in production and transport of plastic packaging. Stage Two analysis revealed a 
number of supermarkets have redesigned certain plastic items/packaging to reduce 
plastic weight, for example, light weighting plastic bottles. Similarly, the Food and 

 
43	Source:	Parliament	UK	(2019).	Plastic	food	and	drink	packaging.	Available	from:	
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmenvfru/2080/208006.htm#footnote-180	(accessed	
June	2020)	
44	Source:	Green	Alliance	(2020).	Fixing	the	system.	Why	a	circular	economy	for	all	materials	is	the	only	
way	to	solve	the	plastic	problem.	Available	from:	https://www.green-
alliance.org.uk/resources/Fixing_the_system.pdf	(accessed	June	2020)	
45	Source:	Voulvoulis	and	Kirkman	(date	unknown).	Shaping	the	circular	economy.	Taxing	the	use	of	
virgin	resources.	Imperial	College	London.	
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Drink Federation and the British Soft Drinks Association both provide case studies 
involving manufacturers light weighting plastic drinks bottles. 
 
Light weighting, as an intervention, has been supported by the British Plastics 
Federation as one way of achieving plastic reduction targets. While recognising the 
need to ‘close the loop’ at the end of the plastics circle, the British Plastics 
Federation suggests this may be a suitable intervention for manufacturers at the 
beginning of their plastic reduction strategy without affecting functionality or risking 
food waste.46 
 
Unsurprisingly, there is concern and critique of the light weighting intervention. From 
a practical perspective, light weighting may increase the difficulty of an item being 
recovered and recycled within current recovery systems.47 From another 
perspective, the Wildlife and Countryside Link coalition has expressed concern in 
dialogue with the UK Government that light weighting allows manufacturers, 
producers and retailers to reduce the weight of packaging by using lighter materials 
rather than reducing overall total of packaging units.46 For the Wildlife and 
Countryside Link coalition, this raises the possibility that manufacturers may achieve 
their targets without actually reducing the quantity sold, meaning that the number of 
items leaking into the natural environment may not actually decrease. The coalition 
suggests that reductions in primary packaging from manufacturers, producers and 
retailers have been minimal in comparison to the growth in single use packaging, 
and largely focused on light weighting rather than unit-based reductions. They argue 
that reduction targets should be met by primarily reducing the number of items 
(units) rather than solely the weight of packaging as this is important for reducing 
plastic pollution.  
 
Greenpeace argues that rather than light weighting, a complete phase-out of single 
use plastic packaging is required, with retailers focus on reducing the total number of 
single use plastic units.48 They argue that, while multinational corporations, for 
example, Coca-Cola and PepsiCo present light weighting as one solution within the 
circular economy, this technique allows companies to report plastic reduction by 
weight, rather than by the number of plastic units that may become litter.49 
   

 
46	Source:	www.parliament.ac.uk	(date	unknown).	Chapter	five	–	reducing	plastic	packaging.	Available	
from:	https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmenvfru/2080/208008.htm	(accessed	July	
2020)	
47	Source:	Packaging	Europe	(2017).	Lightweighting	and	recycling.	Available	from	
https://packagingeurope.com/lightweighting-and-recycling/	(accessed	July	2020)	
48	Source:	Greenpeace	(2019).	Packaging	away	the	planet.	Available	from:	
https://www.greenpeace.org/usa/reports/packaging-away-the-planet-2019/	(accessed	July	2020)	
49	Source:	Greenpeace	(2019).	Coke,	Nestlé,	and	PepsiCo	are	top	plastic	polluters	yet	again.	Available	
from:	https://www.greenpeace.org.uk/news/coke-nestle-and-pepsico-are-top-plastic-polluters-yet-again/	
(accessed	July	2020)	



  
  
 Rethinking Ethical Consumerism (2020)  

(Re)manufacture: Post-consumer recycled content in plastic packaging and/or 
items 
 
As discussed in ‘Raw materials,’ government legislation is in development to 
incentivise producers to manufacture plastic packaging using at least 30% recycled 
plastic content. This supports the voluntary target from the UK Plastics Pact to 
ensure an average of 30% recycled content across plastic packaging by the end of 
2025, sub-categorised by plastic type:50  

• PET bottles: 50%  
• Milk bottles: 50%  
• PE bottles: 40–45%  
• PET trays: 35–40%  
• PP PTTs: 50%  
• PE & PP film: 10% 

 
The variation in recycled plastic content is reflective of an understanding that some 
plastic packaging types that are intended to come into contact with food are 
regulated under UK and European legislation.51  A number of supermarket 
stakeholders appear to be largely supportive of this intervention; for example, Stage 
Two analysis demonstrated many supermarkets have targets to increase recycled 
content of their own-brand packaging.  Importantly, some do not have targets due to 
their focus on different parts of the circular economy. For example, Iceland does not 
have a commitment to increase the level of recycled plastic in its plastic packaging 
due to its Phase Out pledge (to completely remove plastic packaging from its own 
label range by 2023). Supporting this, research commissioned by Wrap indicates 
consumers are supportive of such initiatives.52   
 
There are a number of challenges, however; in particular, a lack of investment in 
recycling capabilities within the UK. This risks a restricted supply of recycled content 
and may also have implications for affordability (particularly in comparison to plastic 
from virgin feedstock which may be less costly).53 The Green Alliance argues the 
need to ensure that, alongside government and voluntary targets, a sustainable 

 
50	Source:	Wrap	(2018).	A	roadmap	to	2025	–	the	UK	Plastics	Pact.	Available	from:	
https://www.wrap.org.uk/content/the-uk-plastics-pact-roadmap-2025	(accessed	July	2020)	
51	British	Plastics	Federation,	Cosmetic,	Toiletry	&	Perfumery	Association	and	Food	and	Drink	Federation	
(2020).	Recycled	content	used	in	plastic	packaging	applications.	Available	from:	
https://www.fdf.org.uk/publicgeneral/recycled-content-used-plastic-packaging-applications.pdf	(accessed	July	
2020)		
52	Wrap	(date	unknown).	Using	recycled	content	in	plastic	packaging:	the	benefits.	Available	from:	
https://www.wrap.org.uk/sites/files/wrap/Using%20recycled%20content%20in%20plastic%20packaging%20the
%20benefits.pdf	(accessed	July	2020)	
53	Source:	Environmental	Investigation	Agency	and	Greenpeace.	Checking	out	of	plastics	II.	Available	
from:	https://eia-international.org/wp-content/uploads/Checking-Out-on-Plastics-2-report.pdf	(accessed	July	
2020)	
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secondary market needs to be in place to ensure collected plastic waste is recycled 
as intended.54 It is possible that the deposit return scheme (discussed below) may 
help to increase the quantity of high quality, low contaminate plastic suitable for 
recycling. 
 
Distribution and Consumption: The removal of single use plastic items 
 
In 2019, the European Parliament approved a new law banning single use plastic 
items, including:55 

• Single use plastic cutlery (forks, knives, spoons and chopsticks) 
• Single use plastic plates 
• Plastic straws 
• Cotton bud sticks made of plastic 
• Plastic balloon sticks 
• Oxo-degradable plastics and food containers and expanded polystyrene cups 

 
Aligned with this, the UK Government will be implementing a ban in England for 
plastic drinking straws (with some exceptions), plastic-stemmed cotton buds (with 
some exceptions) and plastic drink stirrers.56 These measures are aligned with those 
from the Scottish Government, with Scotland becoming the first country in the UK to 
ban plastic-stemmed cotton buds in 2019.57 Similarly, the Welsh Government has 
announced intentions to ban single use plastics (in 2021) including straws, stirrers, 
cotton buds, balloon sticks, plates and cutlery, food and drinks containers made of 
expanded polystyrene and products made from oxo-degradable plastic (e.g., certain 
types of carrier bags).58 There are calls to increase the number of single use plastic 
items in the banned list, including plastic sachets.59 
 

 
54	Source:	Green	Alliance	(2018).	Completing	the	circle:	Creating	effective	UK	markets	for	recovered	
resources.	Available	from:	https://www.green-alliance.org.uk/resources/Completing_the_circle.pdf	(accessed	
July	2020)	
55	Source:	Parliament	seals	ban	on	throwaway	plastics	by	2021.	Available	from:	
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20190321IPR32111/parliament-seals-ban-on-throwaway-
plastics-by-2021	(accessed	July	2020)	
56	Source:	GOV.	UK	(2019).	Single	use	plastic:	banning	the	distribution	and/or	sale	of	plastic	straws,	
stirrers	and	plastic-stemmed	cotton	buds	in	England.	Available	from:	
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/single-use-plastic-banning-the-distribution-andor-sale-of-plastic-
straws-stirrers-and-plastic-stemmed-cotton-buds-in-england	(accessed	July	2020)	
57	Source:	Scottish	Government	(2019).	Action	on	plastics.	Available	from:	
https://www.gov.scot/news/action-on-plastics/	(accessed	July	2020)	
58	Source:	Welsh	Government	(2020).	Single	use	plastics	to	be	banned	in	Wales.	Available	from:	
https://gov.wales/single-use-plastics-be-banned-wales	(accessed	July	2020)	
59	Source:	The	Guardian	(2020).	UK	must	act	to	stamp	out	‘curse’	of	plastic	sachets,	say	campaigners.	
Available	from:	https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/feb/26/uk-must-act-stamp-out-curse-plastic-
sachets-say-campaigners	(accessed	July	2020)	
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Interestingly, a number of local councils have, in recent years, developed policies 
and strategies to reduce or remove single use plastic items. The Greater Manchester 
Combined Authority, for example, is now delivering the #PlasticFreeGM campaign in 
which businesses, organisations, residents, workers and visitors are encouraged to 
reduce their consumption of ‘avoidable’ single use plastics (straws, stirrers, 
takeaway containers and cutlery).60 Similar policies and strategies are currently in 
development amongst councils in the UK including Fife, Brighton and Hove, 
Birmingham, Glasgow and Lancashire. 
 
While reducing or removing single use plastic items may seem intuitive, additional 
considerations should be taken into consideration. For example, reducing or 
removing single use plastic items may encourage the production of non-plastic 
alternatives which may themselves have associated environmental implications. 
Additionally, while exemptions to the bans may be in place, removing/reducing single 
use plastic items will directly impact households and require active behavioural 
change should individuals typically rely on these items. 
 
Consumption – reuse: Refill campaign 
Initiatives to promote reuse behaviours have gained traction in recent years as an 
important way of avoiding single use plastics. Supermarkets, for example, have 
trialled reusable and refillable schemes in which consumers can bring their own 
reusable containers. The Refill campaign, initiated by the charity City to Sea, seeks 
to encourage citizens across the UK to refill a reusable bottle at designated water 
refill points and, in doing so, avoid buying a single use plastic bottle.61 This scheme 
has been supported by a number of local councils (e.g., Greater Manchester), water 
companies and other businesses (e.g., Chilly’s Bottles). 
 
The Refill campaign directly targets citizens albeit outside of the household and 
requires behavioural change ‘on the go.’ Research from Wrap indicates that many 
people can imagine themselves using a reusable bottle outside of the home, with 
22% of those surveyed drinking water from a purposely designed reusable bottle 
several times per week.62 However, there is need to ensure that reuse interventions, 
that may require behavioural change, understand the sensitivities and values of 
consumers (for example, the reasons, beyond convenience, that they may prefer 
single use water bottles). For example, individuals may have concerns around 

 
60	Source:	Plastic	Free	GM	(2020).	Plastic	Free	GM.	Available	from:	https://plasticfreegm.com	(accessed	July	
2020)	
61	Source:	Refill	(2020).	From	grassroots	to	global	impact.	Available	from:	https://refill.org.uk/about/	
(accessed	July	2020)	
62	Source:	Wrap	(2020).	Plastic	packaging	waste:	understanding	existing	citizen	behaviours,	attitudes	and	
openness	to	change.	Available	from:	
https://wrap.org.uk/sites/files/wrap/Plastic%20Packaging%20Understanding%20existing%20behaviours%20atti
tudes%20and%20openness%20to%20change.pdf	(accessed	July	2020)	



  
  
 Rethinking Ethical Consumerism (2020)  

hygiene, may forget, or may have other preferences—an environmental awareness 
may not necessarily correlate in behaviour change and this is something to consider 
within this intervention.63 
 
Waste – recycling: Deposit return scheme 
 
Deposit return schemes are suggested to be one way to incentivise people to recycle 
drinks containers made from plastic, glass and/or steel/aluminium cans. Schemes 
have been introduced in a number of countries (to date, 45 countries and 
territories)64 and typically involve consumers paying a deposit when purchasing a 
drinks bottle or can and on return of the container for recycling receiving back the 
deposit.  
 
Scotland is the first country in the UK to introduce a deposit return scheme for drinks 
containers, with its policy designed with Zero Waste Scotland.65 In 2020, the Scottish 
Parliament passed the regulations to create the legal framework for the scheme, to 
go live in July 2022. This will involve single use drinks containers made from PET 
plastic, metal and glass.66 Both soft and alcoholic drink containers are included in the 
scheme if they contain the following materials and are between 50ml and 3 litres in 
size (any milk or milk-related products which come in the above containers will be 
included, excluding reusable milk bottle schemes):67 

• PET plastic 
• Steel and aluminium 
• Glass 

 
Operationally, Scotland’s deposit return scheme will involve multiple stakeholders, 
including hospitality businesses, with on-site and off-site businesses having different 
responsibilities. Any drinks sold for off-site consumption will involve a 20p deposit to 
customers and will operate a return point. Drinks sold for consumption on-site will be 
at the discretion of the business—the container is not expected to leave the 
premises. There will be two main ways to return empty containers, over the counter 
or using a reverse vending machine. Online retailers will also be included in the 
scheme, with customers able to return containers via home delivery. People will 

 
63	Source:	Keep	Britain	Tidy	(2018).	Water,	water	everywhere.	Available	from:	
https://www.keepbritaintidy.org/news/we-have-reusable-bottle-we-don’t-use-it	(accessed	July	2020)	
64	Source:	Zero	Waste	Scotland.	Frequently	asked	questions.	Available	from:	
https://depositreturnscheme.zerowastescotland.org.uk/faqs	(accessed	July	2020)	
65	Source:	Scottish	Government.	Managing	waste.	Available	from:	https://www.gov.scot/policies/managing-
waste/deposit-return-scheme/	(accessed	July	2020)	
66	Source:	Zero	Waste	Scotland	(2019).	Deposit	return	scheme.	Available	from:	
https://depositreturnscheme.zerowastescotland.org.uk	(accessed	July	2020)	
67	Source:	Zero	Waste	Scotland	(2019).	Information	for	hospitality	businesses.	Available	from:	
https://depositreturnscheme.zerowastescotland.org.uk/information-hospitality-businesses	(July	2020)	
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receive the deposit back in a number of ways, including cash, a token or discount, or 
digital. The businesses will also be reimbursed once they return the containers. 
 
By 2023, the UK Government intends to introduce a deposit return scheme for 
England and Wales. With an intention to move towards a circular economy, the aim 
is to reduce litter, boost recycling levels for relevant materials and enhance the 
possibility of collecting higher quality materials in greater quantities and promote 
recycling. The specific details of this deposit return scheme are still under 
consultation, to be developed further and presented in a second consultation in 
2020.68 At present, milk and its plant-based alternatives will not be included as they 
are considered essential products that are only widely available in containers.69 
 
Responses to UK Government proposals for a deposit return scheme have been 
largely positive. There are however, concerns that deposit return schemes will have 
a negative financial effect on local authorities, given the removal of valuable items 
from kerbside recycling, particularly if an ‘all-in’ approach is chosen (in which, 
generally, there will be no restriction on the size of drinks containers in-scope).69 It is 
also suggested that consideration should be taken of households who currently 
recycle at home and might not redeem their deposit. It has also been raised that 
introducing a deposit return scheme which includes certain materials and containers 
while excluding others, might lead to customer confusion and disincentivise current 
recycling practices. In this context, the British Plastics Federation supports a deposit 
return scheme focused on ‘on the go’ containers.70 The British Soft Drinks 
Association in contrast supports an ‘all in’ model, which supports all plastic and can 
beverage containers (irrespective of size) suggesting this will be the best way of 
increasing recycling levels and tackling litter.71 They do argue, however, that the 
temporal discrepancy in implementation between Scotland and the rest of the UK 
risks fraudulent behaviour (e.g., purchasing a product in England and returning it in 
Scotland to gain the deposit). The Wildlife and Countryside Link coalition argues that 
excluding certain materials risks market distortion and incentivises manufacturers to 
shift towards these materials.72 
 

 
68	Source:	GOV.UK	(2019):	Introducing	a	deposit	return	scheme	(DRS)	in	England,	Wales	and	Northern	
Ireland:	executive	summary	and	next	steps.	Available	from:	
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/introducing-a-deposit-return-scheme-drs-for-drinks-containers-
bottles-and-cans/outcome/introducing-a-deposit-return-scheme-drs-in-england-wales-and-northern-ireland-
executive-summary-and-next-steps	(accessed	July	2020)	
69	Source:	www.parliament.UK (2019):	Chapter	three	–	recycling.	Available	from:	
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmenvfru/2080/208006.htm	(accessed	July	2020)	
70	Source:	British	Plastics	Federation	(2017).	Position	statement:	deposit	return	schemes.	Available	from:	
https://www.bpf.co.uk/suppliers/packaging/deposit-return-schemes.aspx	(accessed	July	2000)	
71	Source:	British	Soft	Drinks	Association	(date	unknown).	Deposit	return	scheme.	Available	from:	
https://www.britishsoftdrinks.com/Position-Statements/deposit-return-scheme	(accessed	July	2020)		
72	Source:	Wildlife	Conservation	Society	&	Northern	Ireland	Environment	Link	(2019).	Introducing	a	
deposit	return	scheme	in	England,	Wales	and	Northern	Ireland	
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Governmental deposit return schemes will require considerable behavioural change 
at the household level by, for example, requiring the return of drinks containers to 
designated spaces (in Scotland, the online delivery system may help to mitigate 
this). Compared to current recycling practices, for example, kerbside collections, 
deposit return schemes may be viewed as less convenient, particularly if an ‘on the 
go’ strategy is implemented. From an alternate perspective, the Association of 
Convenience Stores suggests that implementing the deposit return scheme will have 
considerable time and cost implications for convenience store retailers, in addition to 
sourcing sufficient space in store.73 
 
Residual waste: Compostable plastics 
 
While alternative plastics materials are often framed as environmentally beneficial 
alternatives to conventional plastics, there is recognition that all materials, plastic or 
otherwise, have an environmental impact. Within the context of plastics, alternatives 
are often described as bio-based, biodegradable or compostable. According to 
government documents, biodegradable plastics are those that can be broken down 
by microorganisms into water, naturally occurring gases and biomass. Compostable 
plastics are a subset of biodegradable plastics that degrade in specific conditions.74 
There are two types, ‘industrial’ and ‘home’ compostable plastics. Industrially 
compostable plastics require specific conditions including specific temperatures, 
humidity and oxygen. It is suggested that compostable packaging is suitable for 
foods, given the product can go in the food waste bin without having to be cleaned. 
 
It is suggested there is little public awareness of compostable packaging, with a 
perception that compostable packaging turns into compost (it in fact turns into 
carbon dioxide, water or methane and a small amount of biomass is left behind). 
There are concerns that people will not realise that compostable items require 
industrial composting not home composting or, similar to perceptions with 
biodegradable plastics, will have less environment impact if littered. 
 
Co-op has introduced compostable carrier bags in areas with food waste processing 
via their local authorities. These are intended to replace single use carrier bags and 
double as a compostable bag for food waste and are framed as one way to reduce 
the use of single use plastic carrier bags.75 Recycle for Greater Manchester, working 

 
73	Source:	Association	of	Convenience	Stores	(date	unknown).	ACS	highlights	problems	with	deposit	
return	schemes	at	Labour	Conference.	Available	from:	https://www.acs.org.uk/news/acs-highlights-problems-
deposit-return-schemes-labour-conference	(accessed	July	2020)	
74	Source:	www.parliament.uk	(2019).	Chapter	four	–	alternative	materials.	Available	from:	
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmenvfru/2080/208007.htm#_idTextAnchor017	
(accessed	July	2020)	
75	Source:	Co-op	(date	unknown).	Carrier	bags.	Available	from:	https://www.coop.co.uk/environment/carrier-
bags	(accessed	July	2020)	
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with local Manchester councils to encourage responsible waste management, has 
been supportive of this scheme, given its incorporation into existing food waste 
schemes.76 However, it also warns that only compostable carriers bags can go in the 
food and garden bin; compostable coffee cups, straws and cutlery cannot. Despite 
being made by natural materials, compostable coffee cups take years to breakdown, 
while food and garden waste takes six weeks at an industrial composting facility. In 
these cases, the group recommends reusable alternatives, rather than bio-based, 
biodegradable or compostable alternatives.77 
 
Although potentially appropriate for households with appropriate food waste 
recycling facilities, there is need to consider the confusion associated with 
compostable and other alternative plastics. As demonstrated above through the 
example of Greater Manchester, only specific items are suitable for industrial 
composting.  
 
Residual waste: Marine litter campaigns 
 
Theoretically, a plastics circular economy aims to ensure that plastics remain in the 
economy and out of the environment—essentially, never becoming waste or 
pollution.78 Plastic litter, particularly within marine environments, is a significant 
concern for multiple institutions, including governments, charities and the general 
public. Accordingly, these stakeholders have implemented several interventions, 
often collaboratively, to raise public awareness and prevent plastics from entering 
the marine environment. Unsurprisingly, these stakeholders focus on different areas 
of the plastics circular economy. The British Plastics Federation, for example, 
primarily frames marine litter as an issue associated with ‘irresponsible’ practices 
involving the way in which plastics are discarded.79 Aligned with this is its 
sustainability position that frames positive initiatives as those focusing on reduced 
energy, increased recycling and the prevention of litter.80 Its website ‘marine litter: 
the facts’ similarly frames the ‘solution’ to marine plastic waste as campaigns that 
focus on ensuring litter is disposed of in an appropriate manner (including recycling), 
potentially involving behavioural interventions, enforcement and individual 

 
76	Source:	Recycle	for	Greater	Manchester	(2018).	Recycle	for	Greater	Manchester	welcomes	Co-op	
compostable	carrier	bags.	Available	from:	https://recycleforgreatermanchester.com/recycle-for-greater-
manchester-welcomes-co-op-compostable-carrier-bags/	(accessed	July	2020).	
77	Source:	Recycle	for	Greater	Manchester	(2020).	The	truth	about	compostable	packaging.	Available	
from:	https://recycleforgreatermanchester.com/blog/the-truth-about-compostable-packaging/	(accessed	July	
2020)	
78	Source:	Ellen	MacArthur	Foundation.	New	Plastics	Economy.	Available	from:	
https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/our-work/activities/new-plastics-economy	(accessed	July	2020)	
79	Source:	British	Plastics	Federation	(2019).	Marine	litter.	Available	from:	
https://www.bpf.co.uk/press/marine_litter.aspx	(accessed	July	2020)	
80	Source:	British	Plastics	Federation	(2020).	Sustainability	of	plastics.	Available	from:	
https://www.bpf.co.uk/Sustainability/sustainability-of-plastics.aspx	(accessed	July	2020)	



  
  
 Rethinking Ethical Consumerism (2020)  

responsibility. However, unlike other institutions, the British Plastics Federation (and 
its associated marine litter website) does not agree with the concept of any plastic 
packaging item as ‘single use,’ arguing all plastic packaging can be recycled or used 
for generating energy.81 
 
In contrast, Surfers Against Sewage—a marine conservation charity—has previously 
argued that a circular plastics economy may help to reduce the burden of marine 
litter by, for example, ensuring single use items (including plastics) are designed, 
used and disposed of appropriately, used as a resource for the production of new 
products rather than accumulating in waste management facilities and as litter within 
the natural environment.82 There is a slight difference here in that they argue for a 
structural change to plastic manufacture, not just at the ‘residual waste’ element. In 
2014, for example, they called for a commitment from individuals, communities and 
businesses to reduce their plastic consumption, avoiding single use plastic items 
(e.g., bottled water, disposable plastic cutlery) and replacing these with reusable 
alternatives.82  They also called for labelling of single use plastic packaging to include 
additional environmental impact warnings, for example, “This Packaging Can Kill Or 
Seriously Harm Wildlife” and/or “This Packaging Can Seriously Damage Your 
Environment.” 82 While the latter intervention has not been reflected in plastic 
labelling practices, we can see (as discussed previously) that the reduced 
distribution and availability of single use plastic items is being addressed through 
government legislation and voluntary commitments.  
 
While Surfers Against Sewage have implemented several interventions within this 
space, including contributions to government consultations and extensive media 
interactions, the charity’s Plastic Free Communities work highlights its role in 
engaging with, and mobilising, local communities. While the Plastics Free 
Communities campaign seeks to reduce ‘avoidable’ single use plastic items (both in 
marine litter environments and at source—i.e., manufacture), it also aims to reduce a 
societal reliance on single use plastics and change the systems within which single 
use plastics are produced. The Plastics Free Communities campaign involves 
engagement and action plans for individuals, communities, businesses, schools and 
government, all with the ambition to reduce reliance on single use plastics.  
Individuals can, for example, use tools created by Surfers Against Sewage to contact 
their local MP and campaign for a Plastic Free Parliament.83 This is similar to Friends 

 
81	Source:	Marine	litter:	the	facts	(2017).	Frequently	asked	questions.	Available	from:	
https://www.marinelitterthefacts.com/faq	(accessed	July	2020)	
82	Source:	Surfers	Against	Sewage.	Marine	Litter	Report:	2012	–	2020	vision.	October	2014	
83	Source:	Surfers	Against	Sewage.	Up	to	13	million	tonnes	of	plastic	enter	our	oceans	every	year.	
Available	from:	https://www.sas.org.uk/plastic-free-parliament/	(accessed	July	2020)	
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of the Earth, which has created an online petition for citizens to petition the UK 
Government to phase out non-essential single use plastics.84 
 
Plastic Free Schools supports educators in using curriculum-appropriate materials 
and can complete objectivities to achieve Official Plastic Free School Status.85 In a 
similar vein, individuals can become Community Leaders; this involves a number of 
action steps, including:86 

• Engagement with local council to pass a resolution supporting the journey to 
Plastic Free Community status 

• Working with businesses in the community to help them reduce single use 
plastics 

• Inspiring and mobilising the wider community by, for example, holding events 
such as Mass Unwrap 

• Setting up a steering group 
• Applying for the Official Plastic Free Community Status 

 
Surfers Against Sewage specifically reference the Fairtrade movement with regards 
to the ambition of creating communities with certified Plastic Free Community 
status.87 This speaks to the multi-faceted narratives and mobilisation techniques 
involving ethical consumerism, in this case, those focusing specifically on reducing 
consumption (and reliance) on single use plastic items. Of particular interest is the 
way in which achievements are demonstrated, i.e., through certification and 
accreditation. There is room to explore such interventions further, and to understand 
the ways in which such schemes interact with those already in existence, redefining 
ways in which communities and individuals are conceived as socially and 
environmentally responsible. 
 
Additional campaign interventions focus on plastic litter in the marine context. 
Following documentary work, Plastic Oceans UK is now working to engage with 
citizens, schools and businesses to encourage changes to plastic consumption 
habits through the five R’s of the waste hierarchy (reduce, reuse, refuse, recycle, 
rot).88 With reduction strategies at the top of the hierarchy, including reduction of 
single use plastics, through use of reusable or alternative, non-plastic items.  A 
particular act of ‘protest’ here involves the ‘refuse’ action—here Plastic Oceans UK 

 
84	Friends	of	the	Earth.	Help	reduce	plastic	in	oceans.	Available	from:	
https://act.friendsoftheearth.uk/petition/help-reduce-plastic-oceans	(accessed	July	2020)	
85	Source:	Surfers	Against	Sewage.	Plastic	Free	schools.	Available	from:	https://www.sas.org.uk/plastic-free-
schools/	(accessed	July	2020)	
86	Source:	Surfers	Against	Sewage.	Your	community	toolkit.	Available	from:	https://www.sas.org.uk/your-
community-toolkit/	(accessed	July	2020)	
87	Source:	Surfers	Against	Sewage	(2020).	Plastic	Free	Communities.	Available	from:	
https://www.sas.org.uk/plastic-free-communities-2/	(accessed	July	2020)	
88	Source:	Plastic	Oceans	UK	(2020).	Want	to	give	up	plastic?	Available	from:	https://plasticoceans.uk/get-
involved/individuals-communities/	(accessed	July	2020)	
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equates refusal with an act of protest (e.g., asking for a drink without a plastic straw 
or removing it) to stimulate policy change. This is similar to campaigns by the Marine 
Conservation Society and City to Sea, both of which encourage people to practice an 
ethical form of consumerism by reducing consumption of single use plastics.90,89 
Plastics are conceptualised as ‘pointless’ and ‘non-essential.’ City to Sea also calls 
for reduced plastic pollution at source, focusing initially on the ‘worst offenders’; 
those commonly washing onto beaches and polluting rivers. In a slight point of 
difference to Plastic Oceans UK, City to Sea places ‘refuse’ at the top of the waste 
hierarchy: refuse, reduce, reuse and refill (before even thinking about recycling).90  
 
Not all campaigns are derived from charities to local communities and citizens. For 
example, the Nae Straw At All campaign by Sunnyside Ocean Defenders (a primary 
school in Glasgow) and in collaboration with Ullapool Primary school in the Scottish 
Highlands has helped to reduce single use plastic straws in their communities.91 
 
These initiatives focusing on the reduced or refused use of single use plastics, help 
to demonstrate the ways in which citizens are mobilised to act as ethical and/or 
responsible consumers within the context of plastics. While institutions such as the 
British Plastics Federation try to frame as a litter issue, it is clear that citizens and 
campaigns alike view marine litter within a wider frame of responsibility. 
 

Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
The purpose of this pilot project was to explore and to understand the household 
decision-making journey of single use plastics and, in doing so, reimagine the ways 
in which single use plastics enter, are consumed and exit the household. Within this 
context, this report evaluated institutional interventions that, since 2014, have aimed 
to shape the value chain for single use plastics, including the ways in which they are 
produced, consumed and disposed. In doing so, this report explored the nuanced 
connections that could be made between institutional interventions involving single 
use plastics, the effect on household spaces of consumption and the assumptions 
required of the household to enable the continuation of the plastics circular economy 
model. 
 
There were limitations to this study. Firstly, given the complexity of the space, and to 
maintain project scope, it was not possible to detail every micro intervention for each 

 
89	Source:	Marine	Conservation	Society	(2020).	Plastic	challenge.	Available	from:	
https://www.mcsuk.org/campaigns/plastic-challenge-home	(accessed	July	2020)	
90	Source:	City	to	Sea	(2020).	12	ways	to	reduce	plastic	pollution.	Available	from:	
https://www.citytosea.org.uk/12-ways-to-reduce-plastic-pollution/	(accessed	July	2020)	
91	Source:	Nae	Straw	At	All:	Nae	Straw	At	All	–	Sunnyside	Ocean	Defenders.	Available	from:	
http://www.naestrawataw.org	(accessed	July	2020)	



  
  
 Rethinking Ethical Consumerism (2020)  

institution—the purpose was instead to broadly reflect on the key themes emerging 
from the research, particularly Stage Two, rather than definitively record every 
possible intervention. Secondly, the research did not include many other sectors 
involving single use plastics including clothing, hospitality and additional spaces 
outside of the household e.g. hotels, hospitality. Future opportunities could include 
mapping consumer networks in and out of the home to explore the variety of 
interventions experienced within the context of single use plastics. 
 
This report, involving the collection and evaluation of various interventions, reflected 
the complexity of the plastics landscape, include the myriad of voluntary initiatives 
(national, global and local), government legislation (European, UK and devolved), 
activist campaigns and business-driven endeavours. While many of these initiatives 
typically focus on specific single use plastic items and/or packaging, the complexity 
of the plastics space, including their intended use, plastic type, the use of multiple 
plastics reflect the need for tailored approaches. 
 
 
This research makes the following recommendations: 

• With the backing of Government support, macro-level voluntary initiatives 
have shaped the national landscape of plastics in the UK—the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals, the Ellen MacArthur plastics circular 
economy and the UK Plastics Pact – many institutions have committed to 
implementing interventions at the micro-level. These interventions, particularly 
in supermarket retailers, have had a tendency to prioritise measures involving 
the recycling stage of the plastics circular economy. We would recommend 
that initiatives which demonstrate a wider understanding of the temporal 
nature of different initiatives within the cycle should be better 
incentivised in order to place more emphasis on reduction of single use 
plastics. 

• Many of these initiatives require household support and behavioural practices 
to enact and ensure the sustainability of the plastics circular value chain; 
however, the voice of the household—its heterogeneity and complexity—
remains unexamined by institutions. While interventions, such as deposit 
return schemes, recycled plastic content, compostable plastics and refill 
campaigns all require household engagement, consensus and collaboration, 
they are based on an assumption that the ‘consumption’ stage of the circular 
economy model—involving households—is transactional, moving linearly into 
the next stage of the cycle. The challenge, however, is that the household is a 
heterogenous and complex concept and, given the complexity of recycled 
waste management in the UK to date, nuance is required to understand how 
accessible and implementable these single use plastic interventions actually 
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are. We recommend that institutional initiatives take more consideration 
of household decision-making about single use plastics, exploring the 
multiple voices and positions, practices and behaviours that go into 
everyday ethical consumerism. 

• We found multiple definitions of what single use plastics are and that 
institutions uses those different terminologies in completely different ways. We 
would support a move towards more consistent language and 
implementation. Institutions need to increase awareness of complexity of 
meaning and labelling associated with single use plastic. The language used 
needs to move away from that which attributes blame, towards that which 
acknowledges a more collaborative shared responsibility. In order to come 
together and create change, there does need to be some common ground 
around what exactly is the focus. With a lack of clarity around the language of 
implementation and simultaneously devolving responsibility to householders, 
institutions are asking them to do something about a problem that they feel 
they do not understand. 

 

 

 

 
 


