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[bookmark: _Toc529276617]An introduction to the study

The UK Government define 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 period of time before being disposed of. 
(HM Treasury, 2018).


160,000,000 tonnes of single-use, disposable plastic is generated annually (BBC, 2017). The term ‘single-use’ defines items such as; carrier bags, plastic bottles and food packaging. Below 20% is subsequently recycled triggering vast environmental ramifications (Howard et al., 2018). Furthermore, WWF (2018) suggest ‘plastic consumption is set to skyrocket’ causing additional environmental consequences. NTEPA (2018) state the significant environmental implications of plastics include; danger to wildlife and oceans, depleted natural resources and contribution of greenhouse gasses. 

The lifespan of disposable plastics varies by type. The most durable items have been widely estimated to take around 450 years to biodegrade (Wright et al., 2018; Bio-Tec, 2018; 4Ocean, 2017). Plastic bags can degrade in just 20 years, but it is not just the longevity and durability of the products causing issues. Research suggests plastic bags alone kill over 1,000 turtles annually (Powell, 2017) and, by 2050, the weight of plastic in the oceans will equal the biomass of marine life (Wright et al., 2018). 

One potential solution to the problem is the emergence of ‘bioplastics’. These are plastics metabolized by naturally occurring microorganisms. The outcome is an increased rate of biodegradability due to being produced from all-natural plant products such as corn starch (PEP, 2018). It is noted that current technology in biodegradable plastic only allows compounds to disintegrate in prolonged exposure to temperatures of 50°C or higher, conditions scarcely met on earth (UN, 2015).

On the contrary, conventional plastics are versatile and cheaply produced, hence, many businesses favour their use (BPF, 2018). The rationale for this is that the energy used in the production of conventional plastic is far lower than the energy input required to produce eco-friendly substitutes (Evans, 2018). The predominant type of disposable plastic found in landfill is food and drinks packaging (Maltzman and Shirley, 2012, p.26).  
For businesses aiming to maximise financial profits, plastic is the cheaper option. A disposable burger box made from paper costs an average 11.9p, sugarcane just 8.7p yet, polystyrene is just 4.9p. A saving of 43% from the next cheapest eco-friendly substitute. Another example is a plastic fork averaging 0.9p per unit. One made from plant starch averages three times more at 2.9p per unit (Gray, 2018). Although prices of eco-friendly and biodegradable plastics are falling (European Bioplastics, 2018), much debate remains surrounding the environmental implications these compounds can precipitate (Vaughan, 2016). 

Although widely reported as one of the most prominent issues of this generation, most consumers still do not hesitate to purchase every day, single-use plastics. A recent government survey found only 44% of UK respondents care about buying plastic bottles (Gabbatiss, 2018). The fundamental purpose of this research, therefore, is to draw further conclusions surrounding the ethicality of businesses continuing to supply single-use plastics and consumer attitudes to change. This will focus on the benefits and drawbacks of bioplastic substitutes and will include an evaluation of global, national and local issues.
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The difficulty surrounding literature is that the global plastic crisis is a new phenomenon. This means that most resources are journals, government papers and articles as there is far less reported in books. This is in part due to the issue constantly adapting with emerging technologies. However, ethics and consumer behaviour are two largely researched concepts which link closely to the emergent trends and nature of the plastic calamity.

Profit maximisation is a key factor in why businesses haven’t completely embraced bioplastics. Friedman’s Shareholder theory suggests a business’ only responsibility is to act for the benefit of its shareholders, disregarding any environmental responsibilities (Crane and Matten, 2016, p.230). This theory favours cost minimisation to maximise profits. This closely links to the underpinning hypothesis of this research project that; in recent times, business and consumer greed has presided over interest in environmental sustainability.

Freeman’s stakeholder theory questions this outlook. Stakeholders are defined as any person or group with a ‘fundamental impact’ on organisational performance, not just those with pecuniary ties (Kenny, 2014). This approach suggests corporations have ethical duties to approach such decisions with the intention of doing the greatest good for the greatest number (Freeman et al., 2010, p.4-12). Elkington’s 1999 triple bottom line theory also suggests firms are morally accountable for socially responsible investment and limiting environmental harm (Crane and Matten, 2016, p.261). Immanuel Kant’s ethics of duties and Thomas Jones’ 1991 theory of moral intensity are two further ethical theories which can interrelate to assess a corporation’s environmental impact and the moral formation of surrounding decisions. 

Furthermore, companies including; Coca-Cola, L’Oréal and Nestle have pledged to ensure all packaging is ‘re-usable, recyclable or compostable by 2025’ (Gray, 2018). This can also relate to the utilitarian theory of enlightened self-interest, which focuses on ‘doing well by doing good’ (Bloom and Bloom, 2012). This concept would relate to using ‘plastic-free’ as a unique selling point to those interested. Other relevant theories in this argument include Porters low cost versus differentiation and Carrol’s 4-part model of corporate social responsibility.
To form an explanation as to why consumers still purchase disposable plastics, analysis of consumer behaviour theories will be assessed. These theories include; Fishbein’s 1960 theory of reasoned action, the EKB model and Maslow’s Motivation-Need theory.

[bookmark: _Toc529276619]Research strategy and methodology

Primary research is typically distinguished by the focus of its outcomes. Qualitative research is subjective and concerns opinions and emotive responses whereas quantitative research is objective and covers statistics and numerical data (Coffey et al., 2018). Mixed method research draws upon elements from both and can be advantageous to draw more comprehensive analytical conclusions (McLeod, 2017). To successfully triangulate business and consumer attitudes and opinions with what is happening in the local area, it is necessary to follow a mixed method research approach. To contrast perspectives, two key groups have been characterised. These being management and owners in local businesses, and local consumers.

One segment of primary research will consist of detailed interviews utilising; closed-ended, dichotomous and open-ended questions. This will produce directly comparable quantitative data with open-ended follow up questions providing emotive and cognitive insight into this data (Government of Canada, 2018).  The subject of these interviews will be 4-6 managers or business owners in Tenby and the surrounding area. This will allow for an assessment of the parochial nature of ethical business decisions and link to its underpinning theory. The primary focus of the interviews will follow a phenomenological approach to gain in depth knowledge of personal experiences.

Sample Question:
Does your company currently utilise bioplastic packaging? Yes or no?
If yes/no, why?

The second subdivision of primary research will be slightly more objective, thus following a positivistic approach. Surveys composed of Likert scale and short answer questions will be completed by participating customers of the businesses reviewed in part one to assess similarities and difference in opinion. The optimum sample size will be 30-50 respondents.

Sample Question: 
Using the scale of 1-5, where 1 represents strongly agree and 5 represents strongly disagree, do you agree or disagree with the following statement.
‘Businesses as a collective in the local area have embraced the plastic-free Tenby initiative.’

Upon analysis of quantitative data, a chi-squared test will be used to correlate responses with wider trends. Qualitative research will be used to further support these findings.

[bookmark: _Toc529276620]Ethical and logistical considerations

As stated, two forms of primary research will be conducted to form a comparison. To conduct this, serious consideration has been given to reduce potential ethical and logistical complications. A comprehensive ethics and participant agreement form will be used to ensure that the moral and ethical standards of this research concord with the expectations of the University.

The structure of the research paper will be funnelled from a broad global perspective to a focused local investigation. The larger picture will greatly depend on secondary research, whereas primary research will form the basis of local situational analysis. Interviewees and survey respondents will be assessed within the target area of Tenby, minimising logistical issues and constraints. The distribution of surveys will be through local businesses who have pre-agreed to participate in the research. By keeping the survey short, the aggregate response should increase (Dean, 2016).

Partakers in interview based research will be situated in Tenby and scheduled accordingly to suit participants needs. These interviews will be digitally recorded upon authorisation to assist the creation of an accurate and transparent transcript. The preponderant ethical challenge could be conflicting interest and opinion. However, interviews will be conducted in a completely non-partisan and neutral manor which should minimise this risk. The nature of research is also unlikely to provoke any adverse emotive response. The resulting confidential data will be encrypted and stored in a separate location to ensure data protection procedures and laws are adhered to. This information will be further addressed in the detailed participant agreement form and a copy of this will be retained by both parties.

[bookmark: _Toc529276621][bookmark: _GoBack]Proposed timetable	 

The following GANTT chart will ensure appropriate time is given to undertake each task. The proposed timescales will make certain that all aspects of the project are undertaken in chronological order.
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