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Executive Summary

Plastics are deeply embedded in modern consumer culture due to their
affordability, versatility, and convenience. However, they pose great harm to the
environment and human health. Emerging research highlights growing concerns
around microplastics and chemical leaching from plastic food containers, which can
enter the human body through ingestion, inhalation, and skin contact. While public
awareness of microplastics is generally moderate to high, depth of knowledge
regarding health impacts and sources of toxicity remains limited. This gap suggests
that improving comprehensive understanding may be more effective in driving long-
term behavioural change than relying solely on risk-based messaging.

This study aligns with the University of British Columbia’s (UBC)
sustainability commitments, including the Okanagan Charter and the Zero Waste
Action Plan, which aim to enhance health, wellbeing, and waste reduction on
campus. Specifically, this project investigates awareness, concern, behaviours, and
barriers related to microplastics and chemical exposure from plastic food wares
among UBC Vancouver students. It also explores whether increased information
influences behaviour and what institutional changes could support reduced plastic
use. A qualitative research design was employed, using semi-structured interviews
with five UBC students. Interviews were conducted via Zoom, recorded with consent,
and transcribed for thematic analysis using an inductive approach.

Findings revealed that while all participants engaged in some plastic-
reducing behaviours, those with greater sustainability education demonstrated more
intentional and consistent actions. Participants generally showed awareness of
microplastics but had limited knowledge of chemical leaching and specific health
risks. This indicates a gap between environmental awareness and health literacy.
When discussing concerns, participants again focused more on environmental
impacts than personal health risks. Notably, feelings of limited control over plastic
exposure sometimes led to disengagement rather than action, highlighting how
overwhelming or fear-based messaging may reduce motivation.

Exposure to informational content during the interviews prompted
participants to consider behaviour changes, such as reducing plastic use, using
reusable containers, and avoiding microwaving plastic. This suggests that repeated
exposure to actionable information can shift individuals from passive awareness
toward behavioural intention.

Despite these intentions, participants identified several barriers to reducing
plastic use. Convenience emerged as the primary obstacle, with plastic valued for its
practicality and ubiquity. Participants also emphasized systemic constraints, noting
that the prevalence of plastic limits individual choice. While cost was acknowledged,
it was not viewed as a primary personal barrier but rather a broader institutional
issue.

Two key recommendations emerged from this study. Firstly, participants
emphasized the need for accessible, solution-oriented education that provides
practical strategies for reducing plastic exposure. Secondly, they called for increased
availability of non-plastic alternatives on campus, particularly in food service settings
such as The Nest. Overall, participants expressed a desire for continued institutional
progress, including expanded use of compostable cutlery and containers.
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Background

Plastics have become an inseparable part of modern life, shaping consumer
culture through their convenience, low cost, and adaptability. However, the same
properties that make plastics indispensable also make them environmentally
persistent and biologically harmful. Growing research reveals that plastics, and the
toxic additives they contain, pose significant threats to both human and
environmental health. Microplastics and chemical leaching from food containers
have emerged as critical concerns due to their direct pathways into the human body
through ingestion, inhalation, and skin contact (Farooq et al., 2021; Baj et al., 2022;
Munke, 2021).

Microplastics, defined as plastic particles smaller than 5 mm in diameter, have
become pervasive pollutants across diverse environments, including air and oceans
(Reisser et al., 2013; Law & Thompson, 2014). Their microscopic size allows them to
be easily inhaled or ingested, often without individual awareness. Research has
shown that some microplastic fragments are small enough to penetrate the body at
the cellular level through endocytosis, the process by which cells internalize external
substances (Reisser et al., 2013). Research has repeatedly demonstrated that micro-
and nanoplastics are small enough to pass through the blood-brain barrier, changing
neural connections and brain size as observed in model organisms (Nihart et al.,
2025; Mattsson et al. 2017). Everyday activities, such as heating food in plastic
containers, further exacerbates exposure, as thermal stress can cause plastics to
degrade and release additional microparticles into food and beverages (Hussain et
al., 2023; Zenobio et al., 2022). In fact, microplastics from containers can flake off
into food even without additional environmental stressors (Munke, 2021).
Consequently, microplastics represent an often invisible yet significant route of
human and environmental contamination.

In addition to microplastics, plastic products can leach harmful chemicals into
food as well. Food containers, bottles, and packaging made of plastic frequently
contain chemicals that can migrate into food and drinks, particularly under heat (Baj
et al., 2022; Farooq et al., 2021; Hananeh et al., 2021; Hussain et al., 2023; Zenobio
et al., 2022). Among these chemicals, Bisphenol A (BPA) is one of the most well-
documented endocrine disruptors (Farooq et al., 2021). BPA mimics estrogen and
interferes with hormone signalling, contributing to fertility problems, developmental
disorders, and even cancer (Farooq et al., 2021; Hananeh et al., 2021). Similarly,
polyvinyl chloride (PVC), polycarbonate, and polystyrene, which are common in food
packaging and reusable bottles, release carcinogenic compounds that have been
detected in biological systems, including the cardiovascular and digestive systems of
fish, indicating bioaccumulation and potential human health implications (Baj et al.,
2022; Zenobio et al., 2022).

These synthetic chemicals are valued as they make products strong, durable,
resistant to harsh environmental factors, and flexible. Other harmful additives
include per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS), known for their persistence and
ability to leach from non-stick cookware and certain plastic containers, particularly
into high-protein, high-fat foods (Carnero et al., 2021). PFAS exposure has been
linked to immune dysfunction, hormonal imbalances, and several cancers (Carnero
et al., 2021; Zenobio et al., 2022). Furthermore, brominated flame retardants
(BFRs), used in microwavable packaging to increase heat resistance, can disrupt
hormone regulation and brain development (Shaw, 2014). Phthalates, which increase
plastic flexibility, are associated with reproductive toxicity, especially in males, due to



their anti-androgenic effects (Swan, 2008).

Collectively, these chemicals exemplify the hidden dangers of modern plastic
use. They pervade many everyday items such as disposable coffee cups and food
containers (Swan, 2024). The environmental pervasiveness of plastics extends far
beyond household or consumer use. Microplastics have been detected virtually
everywhere: in the air, water, and within the human body, including the brain, blood,
semen, and breast milk (Baj et al, 2022; Farooq et al., 2021; Oleksiuk et al., 2022;
Panou & Karabagias., 2024; Reisser et al., 2013). The pervasiveness of these
substances underscores how involuntary and unavoidable human exposure to
plastic-associated toxins has become and highlights the urgent need for public
awareness and systemic change.

According to recent studies, consumer knowledge consistently emerges as a
central factor in shaping attitudes and behaviors toward microplastic pollution (Deng
et al., 2020; Oleksiuk et al., 2022; Omoyajowo, 2021; Vazquez & Ael, 2021). Research
shows that awareness of microplastics is often moderate to high, yet depth of
knowledge remains limited (Praveena, 2024; Vazquez & Ael, 2021). Many individuals
recognize microplastic toxicity in food and understand their potential to accumulate
in human organs, but fewer are aware of indirect health impacts linked to plastic
production (Deng et al., 2020; Praveena, 2024). This pattern is evident across
diverse contexts, including Europe, Malaysia, India, and Sri Lanka, where high
levels of plastic use persist despite intentions to reduce consumption (Dowarah et al.,
2022; Praveena, 2024; Premarathna et al., 2023; Vazquez & Ael, 2021). Notably, only
a small proportion of participants in several studies had previously heard the term
“microplastics,” yet greater familiarity with plastics and microplastics strongly
predicted willingness to adopt plastic-reduction behaviors (Deng et al., 2020;
Omoyajowo, 2021). Overall, these findings suggest that strengthening public
understanding—particularly of less visible risks and systemic sources of pollution—
may be more effective in promoting sustained behavior change than focusing solely
on risk messaging.

Although previous studies have explored public and student awareness of
microplastic pollution as well as attitudes toward plastic use and reduction, these
studies have been limited in their methods, primarily using surveys and
questionnaires to assess such perceptions. Primary research has not explored why
people keep using plastics even when they are aware of the risks. In addition,
attention has been given primarily to awareness regarding microplastics, leaving
gaps regarding consumer familiarity with chemicals leaching. Given that plastics and
their by-products are now integral to human systems, addressing their impact
requires interventions at multiple levels, including individual and institutional.
Awareness of these impacts is particularly crucial in educational settings like the
University of British Columbia (UBC), where the next generation of scientists,
policymakers, and consumers are being trained.

The UBC institutional vision, outlined in the Okanagan Charter, calls for
transforming “the health and sustainability of our current and future societies” and
improving the wellbeing of “people, places, and the planet” (International
Conference on Health Promoting Universities & Colleges, 2015). This sentiment is
echoed in the UBC’s Zero Waste Action Plan, which commits to a 50% reduction in
operational waste disposal by 2030, relative to 2019 levels (University of British
Columbia, 2023). This project, which aims to assess student awareness of plastic
toxicity in foods, directly supports these initiatives and supports the Engagement and
Outreach Action Plan, as outlined in the Okanagan Charter (International
Conference on Health Promoting Universities & Colleges, 2015). By investigating



how much students know about the health risks of plastics, this research contributes
to identifying educational gaps and opportunities for behavioral change. Increased
awareness can promote the use of safer, reusable alternatives (such as glass, ceramic,
or metal containers) and reduce reliance on single-use plastics, simultaneously
mitigating exposure to toxic chemicals and minimizing environmental pollution. As
Swan (2025) notes, individual actions, like choosing BPA-free products or avoiding
heating plastics, can significantly reduce personal exposure, but meaningful change
requires collective awareness and institutional leadership.

Microplastics and their associated chemical additives represent one of the
most pressing environmental health crises today. Their ubiquity, persistence, and
biological toxicity demand immediate attention. The invisible nature of these
pollutants, coupled with the normalization of plastic consumption, has made them
especially insidious. Projects that raise awareness, particularly among students, play
an essential role in fostering informed consumer behavior, driving sustainable
product design, and influencing policy change. Ultimately, understanding the risks
associated with plastic toxicity is a necessary step toward safeguarding human health
and the planet. Reducing plastic exposure through awareness, advocacy, and action
reflects both a moral and ecological imperative that aligns with UBC’s broader
mission of promoting sustainability, wellbeing, and environmental justice.

Objectives

This project aimed to assess awareness, concern, behaviors, and barriers
related to microplastics and chemical leaching from plastic food wares among
community members at University of British Columbia (UBC), Vancouver. The study
examined what the community already knows about these issues, how concerned
they feel about the associated health risks, and what actions they currently take to
reduce exposure. It also explored barriers that prevent them from avoiding plastic
use. We aimed to understand whether community members feel that more
information would meaningfully change their behaviours or whether deeper
systemic constraints are more influential. The project identified what types of
changes community members view as realistic for themselves and what actions they
believe UBC could take to reduce plastic exposure on campus.

Methods

This study employed a qualitative research design using semi-structured
interviews to explore participants’ perceptions and practices related to plastic
use. Qualitative methods allow for more in-depth insights and “give voice to those
whose views are rarely heard” (Sofaer, 1999). Despite constituting the largest
population within universities, it is unclear the extent to which students participate
in policy-making that shapes their everyday experiences. Understanding the barriers
students face in reducing plastic use can inform changes that can effectively support
them. Furthermore, semi-structured interviews allow unanticipated themes and
concepts to emerge. Although research reduces uncertainty, it is important to
consider that “there is uncertainty not only about answers, but about what the right



questions might be” and “the range of possible answers (Sofaer, 1999). Therefore,
semi-structured interviews position participants as collaborators in the research
process rather than passive sources of data.  ©8iParticipants were recruited from
the University of British Columbia (UBC) community, including students, staff, and
faculty across disciplines and educational backgrounds. Recruitment materials
were distributed via email to 59 student-based clubs and faculty groups. The clubs
spanned a variety of interests and faculties to foster a well-rounded sample. 10
posters were placed in 6 high-traffic areas to further advertise the study. Although 12
community members initially demonstrated interest in the study, 7 of

them subsequently withdrew or ceased to respond to follow-up communications. As
interviews were conducted during the midterm period, students may have found it
difficult to allocate

weiInterviews were conducted via Zoom and lasted approximately 20-30
minutes. With participants’ consent, all interviews were recorded and subsequently
transcribed clean verbatim for analysis. Interview questions focused on participants’
current plastic use, attitudes toward plastic, knowledge of its environmental and
health impacts, and perceived barriers to reducing plastic consumption (see
Appendix A for the base interview script). More specifically, these prompts addressed
awareness and concerns regarding microplastics, chemical leaching, and food
toxicity.

The interview process followed a two-stage structure. Participants were first
asked about their existing awareness, concerns, and behaviors related to plastic use.
They were then presented with information outlining the ubiquity of plastic exposure
and associated health concerns (see Appendix B). Following this, participants were
asked how this information might influence their future behaviors, what barriers
they anticipated, and what recommendations they had for reducing plastic use.

Data were analyzed using thematic analysis supported by NVivo. An inductive
coding approach was employed, as “it enables users to code a textual unit...using
labels that are close to the data without influence from existing concepts, constructs,
or theories” (Chandra & Shang, 2019). By allowing themes to emerge from the data,
this approach ensured that the analysis was guided by participants’ lived experiences,
capturing the issues most important to them.

Initial coding of the first transcript generated approximately 30 codes.

As additional interviews were analyzed, the coding framework expanded to 35 codes.
Codes were then grouped into broader categories to facilitate comparison across
transcripts. Throughout the process, earlier interviews were revisited multiple times
to ensure consistency and incorporate newly developed categories. Each transcript
was reviewed at least three times to refine and consolidate themes. Redundant or less
relevant codes were removed, and others were reorganized into more coherent
thematic groupings. Following this iterative process, the final coding scheme
consisted of 12 primary codes. Several of these included subcodes, with one code
containing two subcodes, another containing five, and two additional codes each
containing four subcodes. This systematic approach ensured that the final themes
accurately reflected patterns across the dataset while maintaining analytical rigor.



Results & Discussion

Interviews were conducted with five participants who demonstrated prior
engagement with sustainability education and action. Three key results emerged
from the data. Overall, participants expressed a general awareness of microplastics;
however, their knowledge of associated issues such as chemical leaching and health
impacts was limited. Despite this, all participants conveyed concern about the
environmental impact of plastics and described a sense of fear regarding their
perceived inability to reduce plastic exposure. Participants attributed this lack of
agency primarily to broader systemic barriers, which in turn constrained their ability
to take consistent personal action.

Participants’ Knowledge and Consumer Habits

Five participants were recruited for this study, all of whom were students
enrolled in either undergraduate or postgraduate programs. Overall, all participants
had at least some familiarity with sustainability concepts and practices. Four out of
five participants had undertaken related education and were actively involved in
sustainability initiatives, such as subscribing to a related newsletter, conducting
personal research, and engaging in plastic-reducing actions. One first-year
participant reported more limited experience, primarily through involvement in an
environmental club during high school.

All five participants actively engaged in plastic-reducing behaviors. Common
actions included reducing single-use plastics, seeking out more sustainable
alternatives, and bringing their own reusable items with them. These included cups,
water bottles, Tupperware, and grocery bags. Two participants also noted
transitioning from plastic to glass food containers as part of their effort to reduce
plastic waste.

Four participants reported occasionally purchasing drinks on campus with
only one participant regularly purchasing food. This individual was a first-year
student living on campus with a meal plan. In contrast, the remaining participants
lived off campus and primarily prepared their own meals or shared that
responsibility with family members or partners.

Participants with more extensive education and engagement in sustainability
initiatives demonstrated a greater degree of intentionality in their actions, suggesting
that education and personal interest play a significant role in influencing consumer
habits. The notion that environmental concerns are consistently “in the back of
[their] mind” (Participant B) and thus shape their consumer habits reflects that
sustained exposure to sustainability education may contribute to long-term
behavioural consistency.

In addition, living conditions appear to shape consumer habits by either
enabling or constraining sustainable choices. Living in residence as a first-year
student grants limited opportunities to cook, causing reliance on campus food
options. As Participant C noted, “another barrier for limiting plastic use is, because
around campus, all the food and all the drinks that are accessible, all of it is plastic.
Together, these findings suggest that while individual knowledge is important,
institutional structures play a crucial role in shaping the extent to which
sustainable behaviours can be practiced.
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Participants’ Awareness of Plastic Toxicity

Participants demonstrated limited knowledge of chemical leaching. Although
a few participants mentioned the use of plastic water bottles and microwaving food
in plastic containers as potential exposure routes to chemicals, their understanding
remained fragmented. Only one participant suspected that paper cups have plastic
lining, though they expressed uncertainty: “I know it's not just paper, it's something
else in there” (Participant A).

Participants had a general awareness of microplastics, particularly describing
them as “really small pieces of plastic that can be ingested, and...end up
accumulating in the body” (Participant A). They also acknowledged the widespread
presence of microplastics, noting that, “They’re everywhere. They’re in everything.
They’re in all of our water sources, they're gonna be in all of the foods that we eat,
and kind of all around” (Participant D). Overall, participants expressed the belief that
microplastic exposure is unavoidable and that they are likely already consuming
them.

Despite this awareness, participants demonstrated uncertainty regarding the
risks associated with everyday materials. For instance, some participants referenced
recent exposure to the harms of plastic cutting boards through social media. While
they acknowledged that, “obviously it makes sense, like if you're actually bringing a
blade onto a piece of plastic, it's gonna be bad for you” (Participant B), they only
recently encountered this information. Throughout the interviews, participants
continually expressed confusion and uncertainty around common items, such as the
Friendlier cups and bowls offered at AMS food services. Some participants
questioned whether these cups were made of plastic, while others assumed they were
a sustainable alternative without being certain. As Participant C noted, “I think
Friendlier cups, I'm not even sure...are they—1I think they're made out of plastic as
well, like based off the material.”

Overall, participants showed limited awareness of the specific health impacts
associated with plastic toxicity. While many recognized that plastics, particularly
microplastics, may be harmful, they were unable to identify concrete health
consequences. Participant B stated, “I don't know, like specifically what's bad, just
that it is.” Notably, Participant C reported, “I actually never considered the fact that
plastic would be detrimental to my health, but I learned about this from the study.”
This participant also had comparatively less environmental education, which may
help explain this difference in awareness.

These findings suggest a significant gap between general awareness and
deeper understanding of plastic-related health risks. While participants were familiar
with broad concepts such as microplastics and their ubiquity, their knowledge was
largely shaped by surface-level exposure, particularly through social media, rather
than a comprehensive understanding of underlying mechanisms such as chemical
leaching. These findings echo other studies that have found similarly fragmented
knowledge among participants (Praveena, 2024; Omoyajowo, 2021; Vazquez & Ael,
2021).

In addition, knowledge about chemical leaching from plastics appears to be
especially limited, often “based off the name” (Participant C) or what participants
“hear about it online” (Participant E). This pattern reflects a reliance on trend-driven
information sources, where certain topics gain visibility while others remained
overlooked. This is particularly noteworthy given that existing literature has
demonstrated a positive relationship between awareness of plastic-related harms and
engagement in sustainable or plastic-reducing behaviours (Coco Chin et al.,
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2023; Paquibut et al., 2022; Sharma et al., 2021). As such, gaps in knowledge may
reflect a barrier to behaviour change, highlighting the need for more accessible and
comprehensive educational efforts that bridge the gap between environmental
awareness and health literacy.

Participants’ Concerns About Plastic Toxicity

When asked about their concerns regarding plastics, participants emphasized
environmental impacts rather than risks to human health. Many framed plastics as
an ecological issue, noting how they “get in our soil...fish consume it, it's in our water
system,” (Participant B) while simultaneously downplaying personal health
implications. As one participant explained, “I don't feel like it's a major health
concern for myself, but it's more about environmental pollution concern”
(Participant A).

Although participants did not express much concern about direct health
impacts, they did highlight anxieties related to a lack of control over their exposure to
plastics. For instance, Participant B noted, “So it's also concerning because a lot of
that is not 100% in an individual's control, because, if you're saying it can leach from
pans, if I go to a restaurant and someone's cooking, or like I said earlier, using a
plastic cutting board, I can't control that.”

Interestingly, participants’ concerns often led not to increased engagement
with sustainable actions, but to avoidance. Feelings such as “scary,” “overwhelmed,”
and “alarming” were frequently expressed, with several participants indicating that
they “try not to think about it too much” because it “freaks [them] out,” (Participant
A) particularly given the perception that they “can’t control it all” (Participant
B). The following participant reflections further illustrate this dynamic:

“I know people, including myself, will feel kind of overwhelmed and just like
pre-emptive burnout thinking about, okay, I need to implement all of these
things into my life, and that's going to be really difficult, and so then we tend
to do nothing” (Participant B)

“I kind of try to do what I can to reduce, but without becoming crazy, because
I think plastic is in anything and everything, and trying to remove it
completely is impossible” (Participant D)

These responses highlight a tension between intention and action, where the
perceived scale and inevitability of the issue can lead to inaction rather than
behavioural change. While some level of concern is necessary to motivate action,
excessive or fear-based messaging may instead contribute to feelings of helplessness
and disengagement.

It is important to acknowledge that such fear-based reactions are a reasonable
response to the perceived pervasiveness and uncontrollability of plastic exposure.
However, participants also pointed to the role of information sources in shaping
these responses, noting that uncertainty regarding the credibility of information,
combined with the fear-mongering nature of such messages causes confusion and
distrust.

Overall, these findings suggest that messaging around plastic toxicity must
strike a careful balance. While raising awareness is essential, information that is
overly alarming, vague, or lacking in practical solutions may contribute to avoidance
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rather than action. More effective communication strategies may involve providing
clear, credible, and actionable steps that enhance individuals’ sense of control,
thereby supporting more sustained and meaningful behaviour change.

Impact of Information Provided During Interview

Following exposure to the provided information halfway through the
interview, participants reported mixed levels of novelty. Some indicated that they
were “not really surprised by any of that information” (Participant B), even though
some of the specific health impacts and source of toxicity were new information. For
some participants who previously indicated not knowing specific health impacts
realized that it was all “stuff [they’ve] definitely heard before” (Participant E). These
participants highlighted that reading this information served as a well-appreciated
and “good reminder” (Participant D). In contrast, the participant with less prior
sustainability education demonstrated greater knowledge gaps, indicating they were
previously unaware that plastics could be harmful to human health.

Regardless of whether the information was perceived as new or familiar, it
prompted participants to consider taking future action. Reported intentions included
further reducing overall plastic use, bringing reusable containers, and avoiding
practices such as microwaving food in plastic containers. For example, Participant B
reflected on their use of cutting boards, stating, “when I watched that TikTok, I
thought about it, but I haven't actually replaced anything, so maybe I'll go get a nice
wooden cutting board now.” Notably, the information appeared to stimulate broader
critical thinking beyond the examples provided. One participant questioned the
composition of parchment paper and decided to switch to ceramic baking trays,
while another reconsidered their use of a plastic electric kettle in their office and
expressed intent to replace it.

Participants’ responses highlight the importance of not only communicating
the harms associated with plastics, but also identifying specific sources of exposure
and practical strategies for reduction. These findings illustrate how repetitive
information exposure can move individuals from passive awareness toward more
concrete behavioural intentions.

Reported Barriers to Reducing Plastic Use and Exposure

Although participants reported employing various strategies to reduce plastic
use, they also described multiple barriers that limited their ability to do so
consistently. A primary barrier identified was convenience. Participants emphasized
that plastic is highly practical due to its disposability, lightweight nature, and
durability. It was frequently associated with efficiency in fast-paced daily routines,
particularly in a university setting. As Participant C explained, plastic is ideal for “a
quick meal...before rushing to class.” In contrast, reusable alternatives such as glass
containers were perceived as less convenient. Participant A noted that glass
containers add weight to a backpack and are more prone to breaking. Similarly,
Participant B highlighted time constraints, stating, “if I'm in a rush or I don't have
another option...it's just for convenience, like that's really what it comes down to for
me whenever I'm using single-use plastic.”

Participants also emphasized a lack of agency, often framing plastic use as a
systemic issue rather than an individual choice. Many pointed to the ubiquity of
plastic in their environments, particularly on campus, as limiting their ability to
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make alternative choices. For example, Participant C noted that “around campus, all
the food and all the drinks that are accessible, all of it is plastic, and there's not
really... I don't think I've ever seen a non-plastic alternative.” This perception was
echoed by Participant E, who stated, “I think just like the scale of how much plastic is
everywhere, and the lack of choice you have...you don't know where your food's
coming from. I can't grow my own vegetables, so I don't really have a choice in this.”
Participants also expressed frustration at not being allowed to bring their own
containers to restaurants and cafés, further reinforcing this lack of control.

Interestingly, cost was not identified as a primary personal barrier. While
participants acknowledged that non-plastic or sustainable alternatives are generally
more expensive, they tended to frame this as a broader systemic issue affecting
businesses and institutions rather than an immediate constraint on their own
behaviour.

These responses suggest that even individuals with strong sustainability
intentions may default to plastic when convenience becomes a priority. More
importantly, participants highlighted institutional and organizational constraints as
key barriers. As Participant D explained, “I don't know how feasible it'll be for me to
reduce [plastic] use, just because it is kind of organizations and more companies on
campus.” This reflects a perceived dependence on systems of food production and
service that rely heavily on plastic packaging. These findings highlight the complex
interplay between individual intentions and structural constraints in shaping plastic
consumption behaviours. It appears that accessibility and availability may be more
influential than affordability in these decisions. Overall, these findings point to the
need for systemic interventions to support consumers’ sustainability actions.

Summary of Discussion

Participants’ understanding of plastic-related harms appeared to be largely
shaped by information encountered online, resulting in a general awareness of
plastic toxicity but limited knowledge of specific sources and health impacts. This
suggests that while plastic toxicity is an important and increasingly visible topic,
detailed and actionable knowledge is not effectively reaching broader audiences.
Despite these gaps, participants expressed concern about the issue. However,
exposure to predominately negative and fear-based messaging contributed to
feelings of overwhelm and disengagement. As O’Neill & Nicholson-Cole (2009)
note, while “dramatic, sensational, fearful, shocking” messaging can “capture
people’s attention,” it can also “distance or disengage individuals from climate
change.” Consistent with this, participants in the present study described a tendency
to disengage from sustainable actions when faced with the scale and ubiquity of the
problem. These findings, along with participants’ increased motivation after
engaging with the informational materials provided in this study, point to the value
of shifting toward forms of communication that emphasize strategies. At the same
time, it is crucial to recognize the systemic barriers that shape individual behaviour.
The lack of alternatives and limited control over plastic exposure significantly limited
participants’ ability to reduce plastic use. Although convenience also necessitated
reliance on plastics, participants expressed a clear desire to act more sustainably,
underscoring the need for both supportive messaging and broader systemic change.
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Participants’ Recommendations

Two main recommendations were echoed throughout interviews. Firstly, all
five participants emphasized the power of education, specifically regarding strategies
to reduce plastic exposure. Given the counteractive impact of fear-based messaging,
participants expressed a desire for “more credible information out there for people
with practical solutions which aren't just like fear mongering” (Participant E). They
emphasize the importance of hope, suggesting a need for information on current
sustainability initiatives alongside “solutions, strategies...and openness from
different organizations on campus” (Participant D).

Secondly, participants identified the need for increased availability of non-
plastic alternatives within campus food services, particularly at The Nest and other
campus cafés. While some establishments offer reusable options for hot beverages,
participants noted a lack of equivalent options for cold drinks. As Participant B
explained, “a lot of places on campus don't have...they'll have mugs...for hot coffee, if
you're having it there, but they don't have cups for iced coffee.” Participants also
expressed interest in more “for here” dining options, including reusable plates,
bowls, and cutlery, suggesting that such changes would be both feasible and
impactful within campus settings.

Despite these recommendations, participants acknowledged and appreciated
existing efforts by the university to reduce plastic waste, such as the use of paper and
compostable cutlery at some UBC food outlets, as well as the Friendlier cups
program. They also recognized practical barriers associated with implementing
reusable systems, particularly given the demand for convenience. As Participant D
noted, food services should aim to use “compostable or reusable as much as possible,
understanding that disposable is probably what people are looking for in these
cases.” Participants ultimately expressed a desire for continued progress, including
expanded use of compostable cutlery and non-plastic takeout containers.

These recommendations reinforce the broader findings of this study,
particularly the importance of aligning knowledge, messaging, and structural support
to facilitate behaviour change. Participants’ emphasis on education—specifically
credible, actionable, and solution-oriented information—highlights a gap in current
communication strategies. Future research could build on these findings by
examining how varying levels of environmental education influence consumer
behaviour and responsiveness to different types of messaging. Additionally, further
investigation into which forms of information (e.g. health-focused, environmental, or
solution-based messaging) are most effective in promoting sustained behaviour
change would be valuable. Together, these findings may help inform more targeted
and impactful interventions aimed at reducing plastic consumption.

14



Recommendations

¢ Recommendation 1: UBC should collaborate with student groups or
professionals to design a workshop regarding plastic toxicity awareness
and strategies to reduce plastic use. This workshop could follow in-person
sessions or utilize modules for independent and flexible online work. Based on
the responses for this study, this workshop would be most effective if students
could learn about the composition and harms of everyday plastic items,
strategies to mitigate exposure, and a hopeful mindset to prevent burnout.

¢ Recommendation 2: UBC should explore opportunities to support campus
food outlets to have for-here options. This could include ceramic or metal
dishes and cutlery. These should be available for all outlet offerings (including
food, and both hot and cold drinks).

¢ Recommendation 3: Future research can explore positive messaging and
action-based sustainability education to encourage reduction in plastic usage.
Of particular interest is investigating the impact of solution-oriented
messaging (e.g. benefits of wooden cutting boards rather than health impacts
of plastic cutting boards).

Conclusion

This study aimed to assess awareness, concerns, behaviors, and barriers to
plastic toxicity in foodware among members of the UBC community.

Participants demonstrated a general awareness of plastics and the related harms but
lacked detailed knowledge about these issues. While concern about plastic toxicity
was evident, it did not consistently translate into action due to overwhelming feelings
in response to predominately negative messaging. Although participants reported
efforts to reduce plastic use, their ability to do so was limited by factors such as lack
of accessible alternatives and limited control over plastic exposure.

These findings contribute to existing knowledge by highlighting the need for
more effective communication strategies that move beyond fear-based messaging to
practical strategies to reduce plastic use and exposure. Additionally, the study
highlights the importance of addressing systemic barriers within the university.
Many of the recommended changes, such as increasing the availability of non-
plastic foodware and expanding opportunities for plastic-related education, are
relatively feasible and would greatly support sustainable behaviours.

However, this study is not without limitations. The small sample size limits
the generalizability of the findings, and future research should seek to include a
larger, more diverse participant pool. Nonetheless, the results effectively highlight
the gaps in consumer knowledge and barriers, which in turn inform a set of
achievable recommendations for UBC to better support its community in reducing
plastic exposure.
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Appendices

Appendix A

INTERVIEW SCRIPT

Hello, thanks for participating. My name is Hibah and I am conducting this research
under Professor Leila Harris. We are looking at awareness and

concerns regarding plastic foodware. We will also be asking you about any potential
barriers to plastic reduction. This interview will be recorded. Please remember that
you can withdraw consent at any time. Do you have any questions before I start
recording?

Who cooks/purchases food in the household?

Have you taken any related education around plastics/sustainability? This
could include courses, volunteer work, or personal research?

How often do you buy food or drinks on campus in an average week?

Can you give us a couple examples of what you typically buy?

When you are buying food, are there any considerations for the packaging?
Do you have any concerns about plastic packaging?

What do you know about microplastics?

What do you know about chemical leaching from plastics?

Are you aware of the reported harms of plastics and are you concerned about any of
these? (can ask for examples)

(SHARE INFORMATION)

Plastic food wares (e.g., containers, coffee cups, water bottles) have been found to
leach endocrine disruptors and are potential carcinogens, which pose significant
risks to human health. Endocrine disruptors, such as Bisphenol A (BPA), interfere
with the body's hormone systems. Studies show that BPA is linked to fertility
problems, developmental issues, and even cancer. Additionally, micro and nano
plastics may damage DNA and increase the risk of cancer. These harmful toxins leach
from many everyday products such as the plastic lining of disposable coffee cups,
food containers, non-stick frying pans, and water bottles. While avoiding all plastic
toxins may not be feasible, individual actions such as reducing the use of plastic food
containers and cups, choosing BPA-free products, and avoiding heating up plastics
can help limit exposure.

(CONTINUE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS)

What do you think about this information?

Was anything surprising to you?

Would you like more information about any of this? (what would you like info on)
Are there any actions that you currently take to avoid plastic use?

In light of this information, are there any actions that you intend to take in the future
to reduce exposure to food ware plastics?

What are the barriers you face or think you will face in reducing exposure to
plastics?
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Are there systemic things you think UBC should change
specifically regarding plastic foodware?
Is there anything else you would like to add?
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Appendix B

INFORMATION PROVIDED DURING INTERVIEW

Plastic food wares (e.g., containers, coffee cups, water bottles) have been found to
leach endocrine disruptors and are potential carcinogens, which pose significant
risks to human health. Endocrine disruptors, such as Bisphenol A (BPA), interfere
with the body's hormone systems. Studies show that BPA is linked to fertility
problems, developmental issues, and even cancer. Additionally, micro and nano
plastics may damage DNA and increase the risk of cancer. These harmful toxins leach
from many everyday products such as the plastic lining of disposable coffee cups,
food containers, non-stick frying pans, and water bottles. While avoiding all plastic
toxins may not be feasible, individual actions such as reducing the use of plastic food
containers and cups, choosing BPA-free products, and avoiding heating up plastics
can help limit exposure.
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