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The plastic system

http://www.grida.no/resources/6908

Credit: GRID-Arendal and 
Maphoto/Riccardo Pravettoni
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Pahl et al., 2020, Human 
Perceptions and Behaviour
Determine Aquatic Plastic Pollution
DOI 10.1007/698_2020_672

are 

central

(all actors, not 

just ‘general 

public’)

constrained 

by existing 

system

Decisions 
& 

behaviour

need 

joined-up 

solutions

Different 

mechanisms 

of change             



Which psychological factors drive 

decisions and behaviours?
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from the social 

& behavioural 

sciences 

(selection)

Pahl & Wyles, 2016, 
Analytical Methods, DOI: 
10.1039/C6AY02647H



E.g., intrinsic rather than extrinsic motivation,
ocean connectedness highly relevant in the context of plastic



Ocean 
Connectedness
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Photos by permission of Dr. Srividya Ramasubramanian 



Nuojua et al. (2022), accepted, JEVP
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People with high ocean 
connectedness were 
more willing to buy 
recyclable packaging / 
less willing to buy single-
use packaging. 

Correlational!
Causality?

Willingness to buy single-use

Nuojua et al. (2022), accepted, JEVP



Using Virtual Reality to connect with the ocean

sohvi.nuojua@plymouth.ac.ukSohvi Nuojua’s PhD ctd.









- 8 floors approx. 100 employees on each

- Randomly allocated to 1/4 conditions

- Counted plastic items in bins (DV % plastic in all items)

- 9 weeks (3 weeks baseline, 4 weeks intervention, 2 weeks post)
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Field study Signage in Office Building

Improved
signage

Signage + 
pledge

Signage + 
animal

Control

Luo et al., 2022, Environment & Behavior, https://t.co/tW6xyZp52b
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Visualising marine impacts 

reduced plastic use

Luo et al., 2022, Environment & Behavior, https://t.co/tW6xyZp52b



Viewer: That’s awful! I ought to 
be more careful with plastics

Immediate reactionImpact visualisation

Later consequences
(vivid image comes back)

Cue: Person preparing 
for shopping trip

I must remember to 
take my own bags –
that looked terrible

Cue: Person seeing 
plastic bag in the 

environment

I think I’ll pick that up 
before it does more 

damage

End result: Reduced 
plastic waste

How visual images may trigger behaviour
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https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.00092
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Palawan, Philippines, 
N = 431, diff ages, 
gender, ethnic groups; 
>50% less than 154 
USD income pm
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• A collaborative, inclusive, interdisciplinary partnership
• Academic researchers, business, industry, 

governments, NGOs, & civil society 
• To inform, complement, and catalyse national and 

global action programmes
• To provide evidence-based solutions and system-

change interventions 
• To support real change in government policies, 

industrial practices, and consumer behaviour.



SAPEA Evidence Review Report

EC Chief Scientific Advisors; G7; DEFRA 

https://www.sapea.info/
topics/microplastics/

https://www.unenvironment.org/events/un-environment-event/third-
meeting-ad-hoc-open-ended-expert-group-marine-litter-and

UNEP 
stocktake

https://www.sapea.info/topics/microplastics/
https://www.unenvironment.org/events/un-environment-event/third-meeting-ad-hoc-open-ended-expert-group-marine-litter-and


Key messages

• Human decisions and behaviours are at the core of plastic pollution 

• Psychological & social factors can explain decisions and behaviour 

and inform interventions

• But it’s not the “fault” or responsibility of individual consumers

• Interventions need to be evaluated, incl. side effects and co-benefits

• Research needs to consider diverse communities and be sensitive 

to cultural, economic and systems contexts

• We need to work together & share the responsibility



Thank you

Kayleigh Wyles

Contact: sabine.pahl@univie.ac.at
https://env-psy.univie.ac.at/
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