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Introduction and Methodology
• As part of its ongoing polling of Americans to deeply understand their beliefs and expectations 

around sustainability, Shelton Group fielded a special-topic Pulse® poll to better understand 
whether or not average Americans are really beginning to catch on to the plastic waste issue. 
Specifically, we wanted to understand:

• Are they aware? Are they seeing all the press, the National Geographic covers, the YouTube videos? 

• Are they frustrated with themselves…brands…plastics makers…lawmakers? And what will they soon be 
demanding – who do they think should solve this problem? 

• Will they begin seeking out products not packaged in plastics? Will they shun brands that use plastic 
packaging? Will they demand that their lawmakers impose bans? Will they get loud on social media 
the way they have for other social issues? 

• An online survey was fielded in March of 2019, surveying a total of 1,013 U.S. respondents.

• Stratified sampling mirrors the U.S. population, using quotas for geography, age, gender, 
education and race; data were weighted slightly to match U.S. population distributions. Margin 
of error is +/− 3.1%.
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As the YouTube view counts make clear, 
Americans are, indeed, aware.



4 Gain a sustainable advantage.Gain a sustainable advantage.80% of Americans say they’ve heard at least a little about 
bans on single-use plastics

In fact,
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And when asked which environmental issues they’re 
hearing about the most – from news, social media, family 
and friends – plastics in the ocean is now on par with 
climate change.
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What’s more telling, though, is that concern about plastics in the ocean edges out concern 
about climate change.

We asked, “When you think about the future of our planet, how 
concerned are you about each of these issues?” and listed 10 
different environmental issues. Plastics in the ocean came out on 
top – ahead of climate change, even though, arguably, climate 
change is the bigger issue of the two.
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9 Gain a sustainable advantage.Q4 - Now, thinking specifically about plastic waste, have you heard about bans on plastics that are only used 
one time? 

And they’re correlated: As awareness of plastic bans 
increases, so does concern about plastics

30%
33%

17%
20%

Yes, I’ve heard a lot about it Yes, I’ve heard some about it Yes, I’ve heard a little No, I haven’t heard about it

n=1,013

74%

59%
53%

42%

78%

65% 61%

48%

Percent concerned about plastic waste Percent concerned about plastic in the ocean
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When retailers, restaurants and 
brands minimize plastic use, it has an 
impact on perception.



11 Gain a sustainable advantage.Q6 - Which of these changes related to single-use plastics have you noticed as you go about your daily life?

Grocery bags and fast food packaging are the areas in 
which they’ve noticed the most changes related to 
single-use plastic

0.3%

8%

19%

19%

22%

24%

24%

25%

28%

33%

34%

35%

Something else

Coffee shops charging small fees for lids

None of these

Coffee shops offering discounts for bringing in reusable mugs

Restaurants moving from prepackaged condiments to dispensable condiments
(ketchup packets to ketchup dispensed onto a plate)

Restaurants providing paper or bamboo straws

Companies using packaging made from materials other than plastics such as glass,
paper or aluminum

Being required to ask for a straw or plastic cutlery in restaurants

Water fountains with the option to fill water bottles

Grocery stores or other retailers charging a small fee for plastic bags

Fast food chains using packaging from 100% renewable or recycled materials

Grocery stores or other retailers offering small discounts for using your own bags

n=1,013
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Q6 - Which of these changes related to single-use plastics have you noticed as you go about your daily life?
Q2 - When you think about the future of our planet, how concerned are you about each of these issues? Plastic waste, Plastic in the ocean 

The more single-use plastic changes they have noticed, 
the more concerned they are about plastic waste

n=1,013

45%

54%

75%

92%

47%

61%

79%

95%

Noticed no single-use plastic
changes

Noticed 1-3 single-use plastic
changes

Noticed 4-6 single-use plastic
changes

Noticed 7-10 single-use plastic
changes

Very/Extremely concerned about plastic waste Very/Extremely concerned about plastic in the ocean
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So they’re aware and concerned 
about plastics in the ocean. 

What are they doing about it? And 
what do they expect brands, retailers 
and regulators to do about it?
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First, it’s important to note that 
roughly a third of Americans are 
beyond Aware. They’re Activated.
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ASLEEP, 31% AWARE, 36% ACTIVATED, 34%

More likely to live in the South or Midwest Geographically representative Somewhat more likely to live in the West

More likely to be female: 57% women, 43% men More likely to be male 55% female | 45% male

Age 45-64 / Gen Xers Even distribution throughout age groups Age 25-34 / Millennial

Significantly more likely to be unemployed Somewhat more likely to be a part-time employee More likely to have full-time employment

Predominantly Caucasian, but somewhat more 
likely to be African-American Predominantly Caucasian Predominantly Caucasian 

High school graduate or less education 42% high school graduate or less
Highly educated with a bachelor’s degree or 

higher

Less likely to be a homeowner More likely to be a homeowner More likely to be a homeowner

Less than $25,000 a year More likely to have $100,000+ annual income More likely to be $75,000+

37% Democratic | 28% Republican | 27% 
Independent | 9% Other

36% Democratic | 32% Republican | 29% 
Independent | 4% Other

46% Democratic | 22% Republican | 29% 
Independent | 4% Other

30% kids in the home 30% have kids in the home 32% kids in the home

More likely to have never been married 39% 31% never married | 47% married More likely to be married

Less likely to understand what single-use plastic 
means 66% say they understand what single-use plastic is

Significantly more likely to say they understand 
what single-use plastic is, and they believe it is 
harmful to their health, bad for business, and 

undesirable

They don’t think plastic waste is a problem and 
they haven’t changed their habits yet and aren’t 

likely to do so

They are going along with changes others have 
made regarding plastic waste but haven’t made 

major changes in their habits yet

They have heard a lot about plastic waste, feel 
they can impact it and they are actually doing 

things about their behavior



16 Gain a sustainable advantage.Q3 - Of those same “big issues” that could influence the future of our planet, which one do you feel you can 
personally impact the most?

Plastic waste is the issue Americans feel they can impact the most

2%

2%

5%

5%

6%

7%

8%

10%

10%

18%

27%

Deforestation

Textile/apparel waste

Water scarcity

Depletion of natural resources

Overpopulation

Air pollution

Use of harmful chemicals

Plastic in the ocean

None of these

Climate change

Plastic waste

n=1,013



17 Gain a sustainable advantage.Q10a - Are you already taking steps to avoid single-use plastics?

While bringing one’s own bags to the grocery store is the most 
common action, some are trying to stay away from plastic packaging

13%

13%

19%

19%

19%

24%

24%

24%

27%

28%

32%

38%

Bring your own container for leftovers when dining out

Change the brands I regularly buy because of their packaging

None of the above

Bring your own mug to a coffee shop

Replace single-use plastic cups/lids with reusable or biodegradable alternatives

Buy products packaged in materials other than plastic

Avoid single-use plastic utensils or replace them with reusable or biodegradable
alternatives

Bring your own containers or bags to take home purchases OTHER THAN groceries

Ask for paper bags at the grocery store

Avoid single-use plastic straws or replace them with reusable or paper alternatives

Replace single-use plastic bottles with eco-friendly alternatives, such as reusable
bottles

Bring your own containers or bags to take home groceries

n=1,013



18 Gain a sustainable advantage.Q7 - Which one of these statements best describes how you feel about single-use plastics?  

Half say they’ve made changes in their lives already around single-use 
plastic; only 8% don’t care

19%

32%

20%

13%

8% 8%

I’m passionately trying to limit 
the single-use plastics I use and 
convince others to do the same

I’ve made changes in my daily 
habits to reduce the single-use 

plastics I’m personally using

I’m going along with changes 
others are making, but haven’t 
changed my habits in a major 

way

I care but haven’t made 
changes yet

I’m unsure what to do about 
single-use plastics

I don’t care at all about single-
use plastics

n=1,013
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1/3
of Americans say that in the last 3 months they’ve actively tried to buy 

products packaged in something other than plastic.



20 Gain a sustainable advantage.Q8 - In the last three months, what, if anything, have you done to reduce single-use plastics in your day-to-day 
life? 

And the vast majority of Activated Americans have consciously 
purchased non-plastic packaging 

64%

11%
15%

8%
4% 2%

37%

8%

30%

12% 13%
11%

0%

78%

40%

24% 24%

9%

I haven’t done anything  I have purposefully tried to
buy products packaged in

something other than plastic

I lead by example – doing 
the right thing for the 

environment and hope 
others follow

I shared factual information
about the environment with
family, friends or co-workers
in hopes of changing their

mindsets and habits

I have influenced others to
change their mindset and

habits

I have actively campaigned
for the cause

Asleep Aware Activated

n=1,013
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Q9 - When you have a choice, how willing are you to choose products packaged in other materials (glass, 
paper or aluminum) over plastic products? 

Americans say they’re willing to choose products packaged in other 
materials, sometimes regardless of price or quality parity

3%

17%

29%

22%

29%

Not at all willing Somewhat willing Willing to only if the price is
equal

Willing to only if the quality is
equal

Very willing to choose no
matter what

80%

n=1,013
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So, what packaging do they 
prefer? Generally, they think 
paper is the 
better option.
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Q13 - If a brand that typically packages their product in plastic was rethinking its packaging materials, what 
ONE material do you think it should use instead? 

Paper rises to the top as the best alternative to plastic

3%

7%

9%

9%

20%

22%

30%

Something else

Continue to use plastic

None of these

Aluminum

Glass

Cardboard

Paper

n=1,013



24 Gain a sustainable advantage.B6 - Which ONE of these materials is the easiest for recycling centers to process through their facilities? 

Americans also believe paper is the easiest for recycling 
centers to process

2%

3%

9%

15%

19%

20%

31%

Batteries or electronics

None of these

Glass

Cardboard

Plastic

Aluminum

Paper

n=969
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There are both opportunities 
and threats for brands here.



26 Gain a sustainable advantage.Q12 - If a brand uses no plastic or limited amounts of plastic in its packaging, what impact does it have on 
your opinion of that brand? 

Opportunity: The majority view a brand that limits plastic used in 
packaging more positively. So, if you can provide packaging material 
options, it’s a win for brand favorability. 

58%

37%

5%

It positively impacts my opinion of the brand It does not change my opinion It negatively impacts my opinion of the brand

n=1,013
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The threat lies in how Americans, especially 
Activated Americans, may feel when they try to 
shop without buying any single-use plastics and 
realize it’s currently virtually impossible.
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Trapped   Defeated   Guilty

We believe those 
folks will feel
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And brands don’t create campaigns 
designed to elicit those emotions
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CompaniesConsumers

GovernmentWhen we ask, “Who’s 
responsible for policing the 
production and use of single-
use plastics?” the responsibility 
is fairly evenly split.

But how will this shift as 
consumers try to not buy 
single-use plastics and 
realize they can’t? Who 
will they blame?
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Shelton Group’s advice for brands: Give 
Americans packaging options. Help them 
feel empowered at shelf. And actively tell 
the story of what you’re doing. That’s key –
it’s hard to talk to consumers about what 
you’re doing on climate; it’s much easier to 
tell a heartwarming story about what you’re 
doing on single-use plastics. And in a 
marketplace of just trying to gain one more 
point of market share or one more point of 
brand favorability, this is actually easier than 
launching yet another brand extension.
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Shelton Group is the nation’s leading marketing communications firm
focused exclusively on sustainability. If you’re trying to build a brand 
around corporate responsibility and sustainability – or sell products 
that minimize environmental impact – we understand your marketing 
challenges like no one else. Give us a call. We exist to help 
organizations like yours gain a market advantage.

info@sheltongrp.com | 865.524.8385

mailto:info@sheltongrp.com

