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Plastic as a system
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e.g., Pahl & Wyles, 2017, Analytical Methods 



What can social data 
tell us about plastic?



N = 3748 (all respondents across all stakeholder groups)

Perceptions - Concern

People are 
concerned; 
there’s no 
‘denial’ or 
polarisation Description / 

snapshot



Predicting Behavioural 

Intentions

Putting lots of aspects together – which 
are important? How good are they at 
explaining our outcome? E.g., 
Sociodemographic factors, 
access / experience  factors and 
psychological factors

Altogether the variables 
explain 33% of the 
variation in intentions

N = 1,118 general public respondents across EU 

Hartley, Pahl 

et al., 2018



N = 1,118 general public respondents across EU 

With all variables entered, the biggest predictors (β ≥ .10***) were 

• education level (sociodem factors), 
• frequency of noticing litter (experience factors)  
• concern/ perceived risk, motivation, values and social norm

(psychological factors)

These are potentially changeable!

Hartley, Pahl 

et al., 2018

Predicting Behavioural 

Intentions

From description 
to intervention
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Good for the environment, but what about the volunteers? 

A multi-year examination of the impacts of beach cleans on the volunteers

Dr Kayleigh J. Wyles, Dr Sabine Pahl, Lauren Eyles

K.Wyles@surrey.ac.uk

@KJWyles

• Data from 962 volunteers 2016-2018

• ca. 64% female; most > 40 years old; ca. 35% volunteered before

• Before – after survey 
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Preliminary results

Comparing before and after the beachclean:

• Well-being increased

• Nature connectedness increased

• Behavioural intentions increased



Connectedness to 
nature
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Ocean connectednes and product responses

● We measured ocean connectedness by self-report

● We varied recyclability:

recyclable or non-recyclable

via recycling symbol

● Different drinks and materials

● Unfamiliar brand

Sohvi Nuojua’s PhD (paper under review)

Nuojua, Pahl & Thompson, under review

N = 512 general public sample via 
online panel survey



People with high ocean 
connectedness were more 
willing to buy recyclable 
packaging and less willing 
to buy non-recyclable 
packaging. 

N = 512 general 
public sample

Willingness to buy (paper under review)
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public sample

Emotion: Joyful (paper under review)

People with high ocean 
connectedness were more 
joyful when choosing 
recyclable packaging. 

correlational



Luo, Douglas, Pahl, Zhao (prelim.)
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Randomly assigned to floors in large 
office building housing consultancy
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Luo, Douglas, Pahl, Zhao (prelim.)

Only in the signage + 
animal condition did % 
plastic drop and remain 
low after the posters 
were taken down
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Final thoughts and 
conclusions



20

Pursuant to UNEA Resolution 4/6*

Subparagraph 7(a):

“Take stock of existing activities and action by governments,
regional and global instruments, international organizations, the
private sector, non-governmental organizations and other relevant
contributors to reduce marine plastic litter and microplastics with
the aim of the long-term elimination of discharge into the oceans;”

*(UNEP/EA.4/Res.6)

First deadline: 31st January 2020

Invitation to submit
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Invitation to submit
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https://plymouth.onlinesurveys.ac.uk/stocktake-reduce-marine-plastic-litter

Invitation to submit
Guidance:

Survey link:

https://papersmart.unon.org/resolution/uploads/guidelines_for_marine_plasti
c_litter_stocktake_survey_2_hs1.pdf

https://plymouth.onlinesurveys.ac.uk/stocktake-reduce-marine-plastic-litter
https://papersmart.unon.org/resolution/uploads/guidelines_for_marine_plastic_litter_stocktake_survey_2_hs1.pdf


Key messages

• People’s decisions and behaviours play a 

key role in environmental challenges

• Social/behavioural sciences research can 

inform action

• We need to do more research on 

interventions & change

• Change needs to happen at the individual / 

community / system level – it’s not either/or!

• We need to do more evaluation

• Let’s work together!



Thank you
Contact: sabine.pahl@plymouth.ac.uk

Sohvi NuojuaKayleigh WylesBonny Hartley Matt Holland

New EU Funding: 
H2020 Marie Sklodowska
Curie ITN: Limnoplast: MP 
in Freshwater ecosystems 
(2019-2023)
Interreg Preventing Plastic 
Pollution UK / France 
(2019-2022)
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