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B a c k g r o u n d

In college life, convenience is the keystone that holds the average 
student’s tediously busy schedule together. With exams to pass, 
homework to complete, friends to see, and countless social events to 
attend, there are many trivial aspects of the day that must be 
overlooked. Meals, unfortunately, become an event that is sacrificed 
for free time. Frequently, they are eaten on-the-go so students can 
get to bigger and better things. And what makes them so easy to 
carry are the plastic and styrofoam containers they are packaged in.
 
The styrofoam used at Penn State is non-biodegradable, nor 
recyclable, essentially being left to accumulate into trash islands that 
last forever. Not only is the fate of plastic and styrofoam one of 
concern, but their mode of production is as well. Chemical 
byproducts released during the creation of styrofoam and plastic, 
such as hydrofluorocarbons and trichloroethane, contribute to the 
blanket of harmful emissions warming our planet. So why is there a 
lack of initiative to get rid of them? Do we not have the responsibility 
to ensure a sustainable planet for future generations? It is time we 
come together with a plan to treat our planet better, and our actions 
must begin close to home. 
 
There are many ways that our community can reduce our 
dependence on single-use plastics. Since most of us either lives on 
or outside this college campus, we can look to the University to 
implement regulations to limit plastic use rather than prioritizing its 
convenience and profit. This can be done by implementing either 
systems of punishment (e.g. a plastic tax) or reinforcement (e.g. 
incentives for avoiding plastic use). Furthermore, the Penn State 
community can be educated on the dangers of single-use plastic and 
encouraged to seek alternative solutions.
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One approach in addressing the issue of single-use plastics is to penalize 
their usage since rational people avoid participating in actions that have a 
marginal loss.
 
The first possible penalty is imposing a tax on ready-made items with 
plastic packaging. An additional charge would be placed on items that use 
harmful plastic packaging. Taxing these products would compel people to 
purchase alternative items that are significantly less harmful to the 
environment, reusable, or lasting in nature. In 2016, a similar tax was 
enacted on sugary drinks by the Philadelphia City Council in order to fight 
the rising rates of childhood obesity. Sugary drinks such as cola were taxed 
at a whopping 12%. The coming months saw a massive decrease in soda 
sales between 30 and 50% (Philly City Council Handbook, Taxes sub-
section). We propose a similar 12% tax as it can likely reduce the sales of 
environmentally harmful products by creating an extra obstacle. 
 
Another penalty would be banning the takeout option from the dining hall 
altogether, preventing eating out with inefficient plastics. If this policy is 
enacted, there is no room for human error or dissent. Students would have 
no choice but to oblige in order to maintain their nutrition, subsequently 
eliminating takeout waste.
 
Finally, the idea of public scrutiny is potentially powerful enough to 
discourage people from using single-use plastics. If enough people took the 
initiative to avoid single-use plastics, a sense of public and civic duty would 
arise around the topic of reducing waste. 
 
The advantage of using penalties is that people are more inclined to 
respond to punishment than reward. Where one might want to respond to 
a reward, they would need to respond to punishment. However, a potential 
tradeoff would be that penalties make people unhappy and less willing to 
cooperate. Additionally, punished behavior is not forgotten, it is just 
restrained, so as soon as the penalty is taken away someone could revert 
to their original behavior (McLeod). The moment students step off campus 
they would no longer be bound to a tax, a restrictive dining hall, or public 
scrutiny, and they could carry on wasting plastic.

ADVANTAGES

More effective than 

reward

Potentially more 

immediate results

DISADVANTAGES

Upsetting the target 

public

Must continue to 

punish the behavior 

to maintain results

OPTION 1
Penalties



 
ADVANTAGES

DISADVANTAGES

Potential loss for 

supplier

Inconvenience in 

beinging their own 

reusable mugs.

As college students, we think one of the most effective ways to positively impact and motivate 
students to choose sustainability over waste is to provide them with convenient, cost-effective 
options that also offer convenience. Single-use plastics are damaging to the ecosystem and 
conveying that to students is not enough. Students often choose quicker options and that is 
evident- on campus, there are many options for recycling, yet still, the “landfill” can is always the 
most full. 

 
 
Additionally, the green-2-go option seen on campus is very sustainable but isn’t convenient due to 
the minuscule, but extra effort necessary to recycle and carry around something when you could 
just go and get a new styrofoam option. Incentives are a way we believe would positively increase 
participation. For instance, if participating coffee shops or stores offered a discount or reward for 
bringing a reusable coffee cup, or to go container, students might be more inclined to take 
advantage of the reward. 

 
Just like the green-2-go option, these coffee shops such as Saxby’s in the business building as well as 
Starbucks (both downtown and in the HUB), and Dunkin’ Donuts could give out punch cards. The way this 
system would work would be that every time someone brought in their reusable mug they would get up 
to 10 punches on their punch card and then they would get a free drink. College students love the word 
“free” and since a lot of students have already taken the initiative to utililize reusable water bottles in place 
of single-use bottles, it should not be much of a hardship to get them used to this idea. Another single-
use plastic that is damaging to the Earth is the use of plastic bags. If students either opt-out of using a 
plastic bag or choose to use their own reusable bag, they should receive a discount ranging from 0.50 
cents to a dollar depending on the purchase total.

The advantage of using positive incentives is that people respond well to being rewarded and 
are more likely to fall into a new eco-friendly behavioral pattern if they can benefit from it, and 
if they benefit from this, so can the planet.
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OPTION 3
Educating

To achieve the goal of maximizing the educational value of this endeavor, we have 
found various methods of information delivery that maximize outreach. After 

careful sifting, we have narrowed down the options to what we perceive to be the 
top three methods of disseminating information in no particular order. 

 
The University has determined that the bathroom is one of the best places to 

spread information about programs and opportunities for students. Behind most 
stall doors is a holder for flyers. The University can add a section on the flyers that 

have statistics and facts about the harmful effects of single-use plastics. This 
section would then have a part that would educate the reader on how to avoid 

those harmful effects based on the statistic of the week.  It can also include 
information on how to properly dispose of certain commonly confused items. 

Based on the feedback of the processing plant, the most common contaminants 
can be listed to try and reduce contamination, as typically contamination occurs 

when there is confusion as to where an object should be disposed of. There is an 
argument that those who live in their residences off campus will not be subject to 
the learning curve as they may not utilize bathrooms on campus. However, there 

are other methods of spreading information, and it is most likely that these 
people will be generating most of their waste off campus as well. (Stall Stories) 

 
 As part of the requirements of becoming a Nittany Lion, each incoming Penn 

State Freshman has to attend the New Student Orientation. Since this is a two day 
period in which new students are bombarded with information, this would be the 

best time to educate the incoming class on the dangers of single-use plastics. 
Inserting a quick fifteen to a twenty-minute presentation about explaining ways 

that students could avoid single-use plastics before they get to college will allow 
them to break a habit before it even starts. It will also introduce students to 

sustainable practices used at Penn State. (NSO)
 

 As part of the Eco-Rep program, members of the group are required to spend 
time in their allocated residence halls educating the residents on how to promote 

sustainable habits and behaviors during their time on campus. As a part of this 
requirement, some members could be delegated to staff the refuse area in 

heavily trafficked areas such as the HUB and main dining halls. There, they can 
use to introduce students to the pitfalls of single-use plastics and also increase 

awareness about their program. Also, they can then assist the students who are 
confused as to how to correctly dispose of their waste, giving them the temporary 

title of guardian of the garbage.
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