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 Introduction
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Research has shown that by the end of 2021 we have produced even more plastic waste than in 2019, which is equivalent to roughly 1kg or more of mainly fossil fuel-based plastic packaging waste for every person on the planet​ (Laird, 2023).
Research also predicts that by 2026, the plastic waste management market is expected to grow at an annual rate of 4.09% (Globe Newswire, 2022).
Since the introduction of the plastic bag charge in 2015, the usage at the main retailers dropped even by 97% initially (gov.uk, 2022). My group and I think that we can do even better than that.  In this report, I will explain how my group and I applied the design thinking process in order to come up with a solution to minimize the use of plastic bags.















Main Findings
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Plastic waste definitely is and has been a big problem of our society, a problem that surely won’t be solved easily in the coming years. We all have to try and contribute to minimize the use of unrecyclable plastic, even if we can’t see the benefits of our actions straight away. Without a good incentive, it is difficult to accept the idea of delayed gratification (in this case, sacrificing  things and commodities today for a reward that won’t be even in our grasp in our lifetime) (Pepperberg & Rosenberger, 2022).

When my group and I were trying to find a contemporary problem that resonates with all the group members, plastic waste came up from all of us. We applied all the stages of the design thinking process to our problem, trying to come up with a solution.

Lockwood (2010) defines design thinking as ‘a human centred innovation process that emphasizes observation, collaboration, fast learning, visualisation of ideas, rapid concept prototyping and concurring business analysis’.

Design thinking is offering solution-based method to solving problems. It is most efficient with problems that are not easily defined or complex. It proposes to identify human needs, define the problem, the team uses brainstorming to come up with ideas, a prototype is created and then tested. This process is not linear, many times the team needs to come back to the initial stages in order to get the best result (Liedtka, et al., 2019).

I am going to focus on the first stage of the design thinking process, which is empathize.

According to Smith J (2017), ‘empathy means feeling in tune with another person’s affective state.’ The first stage of the design thinking process is empathize, which is equivalent to researching the users’ needs. This stage is all about empathising with the users and even consulting with experts in order to understand the areas of concern. The team needs to understand the problems involved, the experiences, the motivation of the users. The team needs to set aside any bias and assumption and try to gain insight into the users and their potential needs. In this stage, a considerable amount of information will be gathered, since the main aim is to truly understand the users and their needs (Interaction Design Foundation, 2022).

For the purpose of this report, we used our personal experience and the experience of our friends and family in order to gather as much information as possible about our problem. 
As a group, we tried to answer the following questions:
What are we trying to achieve?
Why are we trying to achieve it?
How are we going to achieve it?

As for the first question, we agreed that we will try to work towards minimizing the use of unrecyclable plastic. We talked to our families and friends and gathered all their opinions, which we shared with the group in regular meetings. While asking the questions, we made sure to leave our biases and assumptions aside and only try to find out what our potential users think. As it turned out, the plastic waste issue came up a lot in these conversations, and we knew that we were on the right track.
The ‘why’ is simply because we want to help our environment, we all want a better future for our children, and our friends and family want the same thing.
In order to gather more information, the members of the group and I agreed to study the people shopping with us in the same supermarkets, whenever doing our weekly shopping. This showed that a lot of shoppers bring their own bags, but a lot of the shoppers have to purchase extra bags or all of the bags. We looked at recycling plastic, but we all believe that Wales has a brilliant recycling programme.
We have used the empathy map with all the information we gathered. The empathy map is a square with four quadrants, and the user is in the middle of it all. Each of the sections is meant to help us understand the user a bit more by looking at what the user says, thinks, feels, does (Brown, 2008). The first two sections (say, think) were much easier to fill in than the other two (feels, does). In order to get more information, we would need more research – more users interviews, personal journals, video journals, etc.
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Conclusion

There is no doubt that the plastic waste issue is a serious one. It was really interesting working as a group and using design thinking in order to try and come up with a solution to help with this issue. 

What we found is that people are more likely to buy what they want, rather than what they need, which is why it is very important to find out exactly what is important for our users and what that looks like, in order to come up with a product that will be appealing to them, not only very useful.
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