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I. INTRODUCTION 

 
In the late months of 2017, a new viral message began circulating social media platforms. 

It was not a brazen tweet from the President or a humorous meme. The newest craze was plastic 

straws, or, more specifically, the refusal of plastic straws. In the midst of an enormous 

amalgamation of serious environmental problems, the environmental concern that picked up the 

most attention was plastic straws and the waste that they create. This social movement spread 

beyond the reach of regular environmentalist networks and had a broad impact on the general 

public. Restaurants began displaying signs touting their decision not to include straws in 

customer drinks, sales of reusable metal straws soared (Glum, 2018), and even multinational 

corporations like Starbucks and American Airlines announced plans to phase out straw 

distribution (Chivers, 2018). The message and the movement both created a places on the 

political agendas in many jurisdictions, leading many governments to implement policies to get 

rid of plastic straws. But how did a piece of plastic as small as a straw create such a social 

impact? How does a straw become the center of a movement and find its way through the 

political process to become law? These questions are complicated, as movements and campaigns 

often are. This analysis seeks to examine the progression of the movement through lenses of the 

public policy process, social movements, and framing theory, to understand the importance of 

the communicative process in shaping environmental issues.   

 
II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Anti-straw movements provide cause to study our environmental infrastructure and 

policies, including waste and recycling processes as well as marine pollution. This analysis, 

however, will be primarily concerned with the social science implications: what communication 
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and organizing was involved in creating and promoting this movement, and what implications 

did it have on our social structures? We will be viewing the anti-straw sentiment through its role 

in the policymaking process and what qualities of the movement allowed it to gain salience. 

A. The Public Policy Process 

Policies and laws come from many different places. While only members of congress can 

introduce bills at the federal level—likewise with state legislators at the state level and generally 

city council at a city level—the idea or proposal for a bill often comes from external sources, 

whether that be an organization, a lobbying firm on behalf of an organization, or an individual 

citizen. This makes up the second step—policy formation-- in what Howlett and Ramesh 

(Michael Howlett, 2009) define as the Public Policy Process. The process then goes on to include 

public policy decision-making, policy implementation, and policy evaluation. But policy ideas or 

proposals come to legislators only after what is known as agenda-setting—the first step in the 

Public Policy Process. This agenda-setting process is the way in which “demands of various 

groups in the population are translated into items vying for the serious attention of public 

officials” (Roger Cobb, 1976). Many issues do not make the jump between what Cobb, Ross and 

Ross call the “systemic agenda”—that which is discussed and deliberated on informally—to the 

“institutional agenda”—that which is considered and discussed formally in a house of 

government (Roger Cobb, 1976). In order for an issue to make it into an institutional agenda, it 

must have a significant amount of support behind, either measured by the number of citizens 

concerned about the issue or by the amount of power held by those citizens that hold the primary 

concern. As will be discussed in more detail later, the issue of plastic straws was able to break 

into the institutional agenda sphere in very many jurisdictions, and was even able to reach the 

systemic agenda in some of these jurisdictions. If we view this achievement through its online 
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presence, we can see that its support was significant. We can also highlight in more detail the 

agenda-setting process, examining the way it took shape on a previously-unacknowledged issue.  

B. Social Movements Theory 

Key to the agenda setting process is the source of the support for any given issue. Social 

movements are very often the reason why issues make their way through both the institutional 

and systemic agendas. The Civil Rights movement put anti-discrimination firmly on the nation’s 

agenda. But can we consider something like the push to ban plastic straws to be a “movement”? 

Social movements theorists would likely say yes, as it matches most of the criteria that sociology 

scholars put forth to define “social movements”. Mario Diani’s consideration of a social 

movement is “a network of informal interactions between a plurality of individuals, groups, 

and/or organizations, engaged in a political or cultural conflict, on the basis of a shared collective 

identity,” (Diani, 1992). The anti-plastic straw message was undoubtedly shared between a 

plurality of individuals, groups and organizations though a “network of informal interactions”, 

which is exactly what social networking sites would be classified as. The message is certainly “a 

political or cultural conflict”, as those protesting plastic straws were in conflict with current 

policies that limit or ban other types of wastes and plastics but do not limit straws, as well as the 

cultural norms that allow plastic straws to be distributed as a given in many restaurant or food 

service establishments. The “shared collective identity” of those groups and individuals 

supporting this movement could simply be that they dislike plastic straws, but more likely it is an 

identity that values the environment, marine life, and sustainability. Without a doubt, the anti-

plastic straw sentiment and its supporters would be considered a movement under Diani’s 

definition. Other definitions (Tarrow, 1994) (Zald, 1977) include references to challenging the 

status quo or those in power, which reinforces the ability of the anti-straw sentiment to be 
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categorized as a movement. The only criteria which likely would be met to a lesser degree is that 

of action, mentioned occasionally, but less often in the social movement literature. With the 

ability of activism to occur online by virtual means, the term of “action” can be a contentious 

one. While action was taken offline, it was minimal in comparison to that which occurred online, 

through the sharing of messages rather than actions. While the literature is undoubtedly 

grappling with this currently, since the majority of “social movements” definitions align with the 

existence of the anti-straw sentiment and supporters, we will classify it as a social movement for 

the purpose of this analysis.   

C. Framing Theory 

The way in which social movements are able to move their issues onto major political 

agendas is in large part through effective communication. Movements are able to grow and gain 

traction as their message reaches more individuals, and the larger a movement grows, the better 

chance it has on reaching political agendas. However, the issues of concern to social movements 

are—by definition—not one-sided. They are in conflict with either the status quo or another 

party and as such, different perspectives are always being communicated about that issue. These 

different perspectives and the power behind them are what shape the outcomes and trajectory of 

social issues, which is why it is important to look at all of the messages that surrounded the anti-

straw movement to understand the forces that were at play and how they were or were not 

successful. To do this, we look to framing theory for insight into how these messages were 

crafted and how information was framed for rhetorical purposes.  

Beginning in the 1970s with scholarship by Erving Goffman, the idea of “frames” in social 

science research began to develop as a way to describe the foundational importance of human 

influence in perception. Framing theory seeks to explain how symbols and information make 
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their way into the human consciousness, and how they take shape in that process. The process of 

framing allow humans to select specific information that is of the highest salience which will 

guide their understanding of a topic. As such, “selection” and “salience” are two crucial pieces of 

framing theory, as Entman highlights: “to frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality 

and make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular 

problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for 

the item described” (Entman, 1993). Sometimes the information that is selected for focus is 

intentional—serving an agenda consciously—yet other times information is unconsciously 

chosen as salient, rather as part of everyday communication.  

There are many strong examples of intentional framing being used as political strategies. The 

policies that make up “Obamacare”—which are in actually called “The Patient Protection and 

Affordable Care Act”—because known under such name because Republican politicians wanted 

to criticize the healthcare crusades that continued to happen under Democratic leaders. Using the 

term “Obamacare” rather than “The Affordable Care Act”—which democrats preferred for its 

positive tone—framed the piece of legislation as ridiculous simply a political performance meant 

to add something to the resume of President Barack Obama (Reeve, 2011). This phenomenon 

likewise shows up int the naming of the “pro-life” and “pro-choice” movements, both vying to 

frame their core values through their most positive aspects. Framing is done with the use of 

traditional rhetorical techniques—spin, contrast, stories, etc. (Harrison, 2006)–and happens 

through all mediums, as we will see with later examination. Regardless of intent, frames are 

always shaping the messages being sent in the communication process.  

This understanding of message sending and receiving is crucial to the understanding of 

social and political issues in the present day, especially as language becomes frequently shared 



 7 

over social media, where the core of a message must be distilled down to less than 300 

characters. A focus on frameworks is paramount because the frames that are used shape the 

understanding of the issue itself. No information is received in an social vacuum, and as such, it 

is impossible to analyze the information separate from the transmission of the information. This 

will be crucial to our evaluation of the movement and its effects.   

 
III. THE MOVEMENT 

In order to provide context to the communications and messages that were used within 

and outside of the movement, and understanding of the environmental and cultural context 

surrounding the use of single-use plastics is necessary.  

 
A. The Environmental Issue 

 
Disposable plastic straws are a small part of a much larger story on plastic use as a whole. 

Following the advent of synthetic polymers in the late 1800s, plastics became a heavily-utilized 

solution to the issue of resource scarcity (Science History Institute, 2013). Any product that 

previously had to be found or harvested could instead be created out of plastic (including wood 

or stone products) (Science History Institute, 2013) . Scarcity of resources was again brought into 

focus during World War II, when plastics were used to make substitutes for products that had to 

be rationed. The amount of plastic production increased by 300% in the U.S. during World War 

II (Science History Institute, 2013), and its popularity continued to grow after the war. This was 

demonstrated with the adoption of single-use plastic products like grocery bags, straws, and 

other products in the 1960s and 1970s as plastic production became easier and cheaper than 

producing similar paper products (Viswanathan, 2018). The use of products like these quickly 

became the rule rather than the exception for the Western lifestyles and became part of a daily 

routine in many places in the world.  
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The problem, of course, with single-use plastics is that they create a lot of waste. The 

mechanisms and technology for recycling materials has evolved significantly since the creation 

of modern plastic products in the mid-1900s, but because of their chemical structure, plastics can 

generally only be recycled two or three times effectively (Viswanathan, 2018). This applies to 

the main kinds of plastics that are recycled: beverage bottles, laundry detergent containers, 

plastic food tubs, etc. But thin, single-use plastics are even more difficult. Plastic bags, for 

example, create a significant problem for recyclers because their loose and light structure gets 

them wrapped around recycling machinery, keeping them from being processed and stopping 

other materials from getting processed. For this reason, many recyclers either don’t accept plastic 

bags, or accept them separately. Plastic straws face a similar problem: their small and light 

structure means that it’s easy for them to fall through cracks in machinery, leading them to be 

missed in the recycling process as well. Because of this, many recyclers don’t accept plastic 

straws. For those that do, it’s not common for them to receive many in the recycling stream in 

the first place. Since plastic straws are often used in disposable beverage cups with many 

different parts (plastic lid, coated paper cup, liquid beverage), users often forget (or choose not) 

to recycle them.  

The most recent U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Advancing Sustainable Materials 

Management report, which came out in 2015, showed that 262.43 million tons of municipal solid 

waste are created annually in the United States (United States Environmental Protection Agency, 

2018). Plastic makes up 34.5 million tons of that annual waste creation, amounting to about 13% 

of the municipal solid waste stream (United States Environmental Protection Agency, 2018). Of 

the 34.5 million tons of plastic waste created every year, only 3.14 million tons, or 9%, of it is 

recycled (United States Environmental Protection Agency, 2018). This number is shockingly low 
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when you consider that 20% of plastic waste across the globe was recycled in 2015 (Ritchie, 

2018). The United States does a particularly bad job with plastic waste, in terms of creating and 

recycling it. Figure 1 shows per capita daily plastic waste generation across the world, which 

demonstrates that United States residents have one of the highest rates of plastic waste 

generation. A 2014 National Geographic survey of 18 countries (Argentina, Australia, Brazil, 

Canada, China, France, Germany, Great Britain, Hungary, India, Japan, Mexico, Russia, South 

Africa, South Korea, Spain, Sweden, and the United States) showed that U.S. consumers had the 

least sustainable behaviors of all surveyed countries (Moss, 2012). Additionally, Americans were 

some of the least likely to feel guilty about their environmental impact (Moss, 2012).  

 
Figure 1: Per capita generation of plastic waste across the world (Ritchie, 2018). 

When it comes to plastic straws specifically, it is estimated that about 175 million straws 

are thrown out every day in the United States (Viswanathan, 2018). This seems like an 

extraordinarily large number, but because of their size and weight, this amount of straws only 
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totals about 0.03% of the overall plastic waste stream by weight (Viswanathan, 2018).  Many 

argue that it’s better to do “something rather than nothing” about our plastic problem, even if the 

‘something’ will only address 0.03% of plastic waste.  

There are a number of reasons other than waste build-up on land that have researchers 

and the public concerned about our plastic problem. One of the largest concerns is ocean 

pollution. A major study published in Science in 2015 shocked people with its statistic that 

between 4.8 and 12.7 million metric tons of plastic waste were finding their way to the earth’s 

ocean every year, a number that was projected to continue increasing (Parker, 2015). The 

researchers equated the middle of this estimate, eight million tons, to “five bags filled with 

plastic going into the ocean along every foot of coastline in the world” (Viswanathan, 2018). 

This information complemented the image that many held of plastic ocean pollution, including 

the Great Pacific Garbage Patch, which is frequently referenced as about twice the size of the 

state of Texas (Viswanathan, 2018) and is one of five major offshore plastic accumulation zones 

(The Ocean Cleanup, 2018). Analysis of the “Garbage Patch” shows that it contains more than 

1.3 trillion pieces of plastic and weighs an estimated 80,000 tons (The Ocean Cleanup, 2018). 

This is concerning not only for its aesthetic value, but because it significantly harms the ocean 

ecosystem, and in turn has significant impacts on human health.  

Plastics in the ocean are broken into four size categories: microplastics, which are 

between 0.05 cm and 0.5 cm, mesoplastics, which are between 0.5 cm and 5 cm, macroplastics, 

which are between 5 cm and 50 cm, and megaplastics, which are anything above 50 cm. All sizes 

of plastic cause different types of problems (The Ocean Cleanup, 2018). Megaplastics tend to be 

more anchored in place, and can stay in a region for a longer period of time. They will eventually 

break down into a smaller category of plastic through exposure to external forces like sun 
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exposure, momentum from waves, marine animals, and changes in temperature (The Ocean 

Cleanup, 2018). Microplastics cause more problems because of their small size, which makes 

them difficult to clean up or remove, and makes them easy to mistake as food by marine life. 

This is where the health impacts start to bleed over into humans.  

When marine animals, such as fish, consume microplastics regularly, these microplastics 

can be passed along to the humans that consume the marine animals as food. The plastics may be 

passed along as less solid pieces as well, as they often begin to break down within marine 

animals, allowing chemicals to leach into the animals instead through a process called 

bioaccumulation (The Ocean Cleanup, 2018). This is strongly related to a concern that humans 

have about plastics: bisphenol-A (BPA). BPA is a chemical often found in manufactured plastics 

which mimics estrogen when it breaks down and interacts negatively with human hormones. It is 

considered toxic and can be carcinogenic (Viswanathan, 2018). Often, concerns about BPA are 

expressed in relation to plastics used on land, like plastic water bottles, because if BPA has been 

used to make or coat products, it can seep into the food or beverages contained in these products, 

representing a major threat to the user’s health (Bauer, 2019). This is now, however, a concern 

for humans in relation to seafood, as the concentration of plastic in water bodies increases. BPA 

can be damaging in this way to both sea life and human life. 

B. Spurring Event 

The enormity of plastic accumulating in different areas across the world has been a 

problem in existence for a long time. So what really caused the plastic straw movement to gain 

traction in the year 2018? Why plastic straws? Why now? The impetus for this movement was 

created through a culmination of factors.  
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Much of the language and imagery related to the plastic straws has found connections 

with the ocean and, more specifically, with turtles. This is the result of a YouTube Video posted 

in August 2015 by a marine biology graduate student which showed a marine research team 

finding a sea turtle with a plastic straw stuck in its nose. The eight-minute video shows the 

research team working to dislodge the straw while the turtle is in obvious pain and discomfort 

(Figgener, 2015). The video went viral, likely because of its ability to incite an emotional 

reaction, and has now been viewed over 33 million times in its original context (Figgener, 2015). 

“Protecting the sea turtles” became a rallying cry for environmentalists and the fight against 

plastic straws took off.  

C. Social Media Trajectory 
 
There have been many campaigns crafted over time to highlight the environmental harm 

of single-use plastics, but these campaigns have rarely received significant attention. In 2018, 

however, the anti-plastic straw message began to gain traction. Figure 1 shows trends in Google 

searches for the term “plastic straws” worldwide from April 1, 2017 to April 1, 2019 (Interest 

overtime for "plastic straws", 2019). We can see that there were few searches for this phrase until 

the beginning of 2018, when searches started to increase, but July and August of 2018 is when 

Figure 1: Google trend for the term "plastic straws" between April 1, 2017 and April 1, 2019 (Interest overtime for "plastic 
straws", 2019). 



 13 

the largest spike in popularity occurred 

(Interest overtime for "plastic straws", 

2019). The search term “plastic straws” 

does not necessarily have an environmental 

connotation; plastic straws are a product 

that many individuals and businesses 

purchase for use, and thus may be searched 

for other reasons. However, we can 

establish a stronger connection between 

this spike in searches and the momentum of the anti-plastic straw movement when we consider 

that no similar spike in searches is seen in any other years, and also when we consider that the 

most related searches during this time period (shown in Figure 2) relate primarily to the straw 

bans that resulted from this movement, the discussion of ocean pollution, and California, which 

is the only full state to institute a ban on plastic straws (Interest overtime for "plastic straws", 

2019).  While people were searching for information on plastic straws with a higher frequency, 

the topic spread across many media information related to plastic straws on search-based 

platforms, they were also posting about the issue in high volume on social media. Perhaps the 

Figure 2: Top related Google searches for the term "plastic straws" over the 
same time period (Interest overtime for "plastic straws", 2019). 

Figures 3 & 4: Tweets from @luigipacho and @Tifftams regarding plastic straws. 
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most common platform was Twitter, which was used by individuals and organizations alike to 

connect with the message. Individuals tweeted messages supporting the anti-plastic straw 

sentiment, like in Figure 3 and Figure 4, including praise for people taking action or disapproval 

of people choosing not to take action. Individuals also used tweets as a vehicle to point out flaws 

in conversation and momentum surrounding plastic straws, as shown in Figure 5 and 6, where 

individuals primarily used comparison as a tactic to point out irony. Individuals who voiced their 

dissent compared the attention given to plastic straws to other initiatives policy initiatives, such 

as gun control, or other environmental initiatives, such as 

climate change mitigation. While the movement is well 

past its peak of attention, as was demonstrated by the 

Google Trend graph in Figure 1, tweets regarding plastic 

straws are still being created daily. Approximately 1,700 

tweets with these keywords were published in 24 hours 

between May 8th and 9th, 2019, as we can see in Figure 7. 

This data provides evidence that the individuals and 

Figure 5: Tweet from @Sam_stone31 regarding plastic straws. 

Figure 6: Tweet from @MarlowNYC regarding plastic straws. 

Figure 7: Trend data regarding tweets containing 
"plastic straws". 
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messages centering around this sentiment allowed it to rise to the level of a “social movement”.  

D. Issue Framing 

a. Frames Used By Supporters 

As discussions about plastic straws rose in prominence, plastic straws became a lightning 

rod for opinions of all kinds. Dedicated and long-time conservationists saw the movement as an 

opportunity to bring environmental education to the forefront of public consciousness. By 

framing the conversation around “saving the turtles”, intended to be a very obvious moral choice, 

environmentalists and environmental organizations felt that they could gain broad support. With 

so many environmental policy issues receiving radical opposition in recent years, seeing an 

environmental topic as one of the top trends on Twitter was significant. It symbolized a success, 

particularly successful communications strategies. As plastic straws became part of the 

mainstream discussion, so too did environmentalism, allowing environmental topics like marine 

pollution and waste to be topics of everyday conversations with a variety or people in a variety 

of settings. 

While the sea turtle video  and sentiment was no doubt the straw that broke the camel’s 

back, plastic straws were also a successful focus for two reasons: relatability and ease. Because 

plastic straws are so ubiquitous, the messages about straws became something that individuals 

saw reflected in their own lives almost every day. When data was released about how frequently 

straws were used, it did not require a stretch of the imagination to believe the numbers since 

straws can be seen and used so readily. Movement supporters used this logic to frame straws as a 

pervasive issue: the more often someone saw a straw in their daily life, the more they can 

appreciate the scale of the problem. And to further support the marketing effectiveness of the 

movement, the more often people took a second look at the straws they saw in their life—the 
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more they became amenable to questioning the presence of the straw—the more likely they were 

to feel sympathetic to the demands of the movement.  

Additionally, refusing plastic straws is extremely simple. In the range of pro-

environmental behaviors that exist, asking for no straw or bringing your own reusable straw is 

far easier and cheaper than buying an electric car or installing solar panels, or even than 

participating in a beach clean-up to reduce existing plastic pollution. The social media movement 

framed drinking a beverage without a straw as an environmentalist act. This message can be 

considered both empowering—because it allows people to feel connected to an environmental 

movement and gives them a tangible way to make a change—and damaging, because it can give 

individuals a false sense of accomplishment and can distort ideas about the scale of action that 

needs to be taken to halt environmental damage. Since both the message and the action were 

simple, it created great momentum not just among citizens and environmental groups, but among 

celebrities and corporations. Organizations and individuals who wanted environmentalism to be 

part of their image were able to take part in campaigns like “#StopSucking”, which featured 

individuals like Neil DeGrasse Tyson, Leonardo DiCaprio, and Russell Wilson. This campaign 

alone reached over 304.6 million individuals on social media within four months (Lonely Whale, 

2017). As more high-profile individuals and organizations began to cover the issue publicly, the 

attention dedicated to plastic straws only intensified.   

b. Frames Used by Critics 

Plastic straws fed opinions on the other side of the conversation as well. There were 

many major critiques of the goals of the movement itself, but many in many cases, it was the 

narrative or language that was critiqued instead. Since plastic straws had flown under the radar 

for nearly their entire existence, very little data on plastic straw use and disposal existed. It is 
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also difficult to get accurate data on straw use and disposal because of the weight and disposal 

methods for straws. Due to this lack of historical data, one of the statistics that was continuously 

attacked by critics—that 500 million straws are used in the United States daily—was actually the 

result of a nine-year-old’s calculations (Chokshi, 2018). Milo Cress, the nine-year-old whose 

data it was, created his own conservation campaign called “Be Straw Free” in 2011, and used 

data from a number of straw manufacturers that he contacted himself to calculate straw usage 

since he had been unable to find data on the subject (Chokshi, 2018). While the student’s 

calculations may or may not have been an accurate estimate, the fact that news outlets including 

The Washington Post, the Wall Street Journal, Fox News, and the New York Times used a 

statistic that had been calculated by a child garnered continued criticism from straw supporters 

(Chokshi, 2018). Critics were able to frame the movement as poorly-researched or even made-

up, owing to generalized mathematics and data.  

Plastic straw supporters also very frequently tried to illustrate the absurdity of the outcry 

regarding plastic straws, primarily through the logical fallacy “whataboutism”. Whataboutisms 

seeks to charge the opponent with hypocrisy, by comparing their actions to another action that 

the writer feels should be treated equally but is not. This included the tweet in Figure 5, which 

stated “It’s amazing that America has managed to ban plastic straws, but *squirt gun emoji* is 

the closest you’ve come to any kind of gun control,” which implies that gun control should be 

given equal or greater political weight than plastic straws (even though plastic straws were never 

banned from the country as a whole).  
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Even many environmentalists were skeptical of the movement, and employed 

“whataboutisms” in their rhetoric. Sentiments like the one found in Figure 8 were common in 

environmental spaces, where individuals felt that focusing on plastic straws was a distraction 

from more pressing environmental problems. While it is encouraging to see environmentally-

based issues surface in public conversation, many felt like the effort was misplaced. If straws do 

indeed account for only 0.0039% of the United States’ waste stream (Chivers, 2018) 

(Viswanathan, 2018), a focus on other types of waste—like food waste or paper waste—would 

have a much larger potential impact. With life-or-death environmental threats looming on the 

horizon, spending valuable time and energy on plastic straws seemed, ironically, wasteful.  

c. Message and Participant Motivation 

Understanding the motivations of all parties involved helps to continue the analysis of this 

movement. Environmental groups gained exposure by participating in the movement. They also 

helped to fulfill their missions, especially those groups focused on preservation of aquatic 

ecosystems and marine health. Few organizations, however, sought to gain funding directly from 

this movement. While many environmental non-profits involved do accept donation, rarely did 

these organizations ask followers to donate; their call to action was more often to sign a plastic-

reduction pledge.  News companies sought to capitalize on a topic that garnered focus, no matter 

Figure 8: Tweet form @Ricco_Mode regarding plastic straws. 
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whether the focus was positive or negative, in order to boost their readership and thus their ad 

revenue. 

Understanding the forces at play in this campaign and their motivations can be difficult at 

times because while the anti-plastic straw movement received a high volume of coverage across 

media sources, much of the information was repeated from source-to-source, and since plastic 

straws are not considered to be a particularly dangerous threat to humankind, very little of the 

focus devoted to the topic utilized an investigative lens. Because of this, our best analysis can 

come from published content and logical analysis of motives. 

 
E. Industry Response  

As a result of so much public discussion on the topic of plastic straws, industries responded with 

both words and actions. Many businesses, both large and small, took action to eliminate plastic 

straws from their operations as a response to the growing movement. One of the primary 

organizations driving the campaign, The Last Plastic Straw, maintains a list of organizations that 

have signed their pledge to eliminate plastic straws, which includes businesses from numerous 

countries – including Bali, Canada, 

and The Philippines – although the 

vast majority of the businesses are in 

the United States (The Last Plastic 

Straw, 2017). The businesses on this 

list are largely small and local 

businesses, but many large and 

multinational companies have made 

significant changes as well. Perhaps Figure 9: Tweet from @Starbucks regarding their decision to 
remove plastic straws and integrate a new lid. 
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one of the most notable is Starbucks, which has made significant progress in implementing its 

“strawless lids” (which had been in development since 2016, arguably well before the 

momentum of the plastic straw movement began) and has made the highly-reported pledge to 

eliminate plastic straws from all of their stores by 2020 (Rochman, 2018). Their announcement 

of this initiative, seen in Figure 9, came on July 9th, 2018, as the anti-plastic straw campaign was 

reaching its height. Other big names such as Sea World (CBS News, 2018), American Airlines 

(American Airlines, 2018), and McDonalds have all pledged straw-related changes, a 

McDonalds representative even stating, “Reflecting the broader public debate, our customers 

told us they wanted to see a move on straws” (BBC, 2018).  

F. Policy Response 
In response to the growing demand from citizens and businesses to take action about plastic 

straws, a number of cities--and even a country as a whole--have passed policies to address the 

plastic problem. These policies vary in scope, timeline, and goal, but give us a window into how 

this problem is being approached in a number of contexts. This is by no means a comprehensive 

list of all the proposals of policies or demands for policies across the globe, these are simply 

those that have received the most coverage.   

 

Table 1: A summary of highlighted policies addressing plastic straws. 

Location Items Banned Passed? Implementation 
Date 

Penalty for 
Noncompliance 

Seattle Plastic straws 
and utensils 

Yes July 1, 2018 $250 

California Plastic Straws Yes January 1,  2019 $25/day 
New York Plastic straws 

and drink stirrers 
No N/A $100-$400 

United 
Kingdom 

Plastic straws, 
drink stirrers, 
and plastic 
cotton swabs 

Yes 2020 To be 
determined 
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Seattle 
Seattle is one of, if not the, first location in the United States to implement a “plastic straw 

ban”. Seattle is home to the advocacy group “Lonely Whale”, which has led the “Strawless in 

Seattle” campaign (Lonely Whale, 2017). This campaign takes credit for preventing 2.3 million 

plastic straws from entering the waste stream between September 2017-July 2018 (Wu, 2018) . It 

largely due to their campaign that a ban on single-use plastic straws and utensils was passed in 

Seattle and took effect in July of 2018. The ban prohibits food service businesses from providing 

plastic straws and utensils (forks, spoons, knives, and cocktail picks) to customers (Wu, 2018). It 

does allow these businesses, however, to provide approved compostable alternatives upon 

customer request . Businesses that don’t comply can be assessed a fine up to $250 (Wu, 2018). 

It is important to note that Seattle has a significant history of tackling waste and consumption 

problems. In 2008, the city passed an ordinance that required all one-time-use food service items 

to be either recyclable or compostable (Wu, 2018). In 2012, the city banned the distribution of 

plastic bags provided at checkout made from non-renewable sources from all retail stores (paper 

bags could be provided instead at minimum five cent fee) (Seattle City Council, 2012). The idea 

and process for a ban on single-use products has become familiar to Seattle residents and 

businesses, perhaps leading the plastic straw ban to be integrated more easily. 

 
California 

California was the first full state to take formal action on plastic straws. Assembly Bill 1884 

will took effect on January 1, 2019 and only allows full-service restaurants to give customers 

single-use plastic straws if the customer asks for one (Moon, 2018). The scope of this policy is 

more limited than Seattle, as the ban does not apply to convenience stores or fast food 

restaurants. Full-service restaurants that don’t comply can be penalized with a fine of up to 

$25/day (Moon, 2018). California is also familiar with policy responses to plastics: in 2014, the 
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state banned grocery, convenience, and liquor stores, as well as pharmacies, from distributing 

free single-use plastic bags with purchases (Gutierrez, 2014).  

 
New York City 

In June of 2018, Rafael Espinal, the New York City Council member from Brooklyn, 

introduced a plastic straw ban for New York City (Espinal, 2018). The ban would apply to 

plastic straws and plastic coffee stirrers, and would require restaurants (including take-out 

establishments) to either stop their use of straws entirely, or to replace their plastic straws with 

paper or reusable metal straws (Rosenthal H. K., 2018). The ban does included an exemption that 

allows straws to be provided to individuals with disabilities (Durkin, 2018). Restaurants who are 

found in violation of the proposed ban could face fines between $100-$400 after warnings 

(Durkin, 2018). After its introduction, the bill was heard by the Committee on Consumer Affairs 

and Business Licensing, but was laid over in committee and was never passed (Rosenthal H. K., 

2018).  

New York City’s history with formal action on plastic has been tumultuous. The City 

Council previously voted to implement a five-cent fee to the distribution of plastic and paper 

bags with purchases, but the implementation was blocked by the state Legislature and the 

Governor (Durkin, 2018).  

United Kingdom 
In the United Kingdom, the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) 

estimates that the country uses 8.5 billion plastic straws per year; about 130 for each person in 

the country (Chivers, 2018). Following the publication of this estimate, a proposal for a 

nationwide ban on the distribution and sale of plastic straws, drink stirrers and cotton swabs was 

announced (Chivers, 2018). The ban, which has now been approved, will be implemented in 

2020. The penalty for non-compliance is yet to be determined. The UK also recently passed a 
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five-pence levy on plastic shopping bags, and the Environment Secretary, who proposed the 

straw ban, hopes that the momentum from the passing of the bag levy will allow the plastic straw 

ban to be passed (Chivers, 2018).  

 
G. Critiques 

These policies and their proponents offer promising visions of the future, but there have been 

many critics of the idea of a “straw ban”. The Vice President of Plastics for the American 

Chemistry Council says the focus on individual products distracts us from larger discussions, 

specifically bringing effective waste management practices and infrastructure to places that need 

it (Gibbens, A brief history of how plastic straws took over the world, 2019). Even those 

organizations and individuals pushing for plastic straw bans to be implemented admit that it’s not 

enough to solve the bigger plastic problem (USA Today Editorial Board, 2018).  

When many bans were proposed, they were met with fierce pushback from the disabled 

community. Many individuals with both physical and mental disabilities require a straw in order 

to drink beverages. Enacting a total ban would deny them this ability in restaurants, unless they 

were to bring their own straw or drinking apparatus with them to all food service establishments 

(Danovich, 2018). All of the plastic straw bans highlighted above do, however, include 

exemptions or caveats for individuals with disabilities who would not be able to consume liquids 

without the use of a straw.  

Another problem with some of the proposals is that while plastics are bad, alternative 

materials are often not better from an environmental standpoint. Some locations with proposed or 

implemented policies (including Seattle and New York), included a stipulation in their 

legislation that other types of straws would be allowed for use--either compostable, paper, or 

reusable metal straws. These materials all require significant inputs, just like plastic straws (in 
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fact, paper straws may actually create more air pollution) (Post Editorial Board, 2018). and they 

still create waste. A straw made of coated paper can harm sea animals in the same way that those 

made of plastic can. A further issue with these alternatives, and one that perhaps gets more to the 

root of the plastic problem overall, is that providing alternatives does not change the action of the 

user. The larger problem of single-use items (and the prioritization of convenience overall) is 

that most citizens and businesses do not second-guess the action of providing a straw (or many 

other disposable items, such as napkins or paper receipts) with a meal. The idea was that by 

taking the step to ask for “no straw” in a drink, an intentional thought would be given to the 

materials a person was using, and an outward decision to reduce their material impact would be 

taken, a point that the use of alternative-material straws misses completely.  

A further criticism is on the short timelines of some of the ban policies. While many bans 

are being implemented over the timeframe of a year or so, this may not be sufficient time for 

businesses to effectively implement alternatives. Many companies that have tried to make 

switches from plastic straws and utensils have expressed difficulty in finding alternatives that 

work as well. A strategic adviser at Seattle Public Utilities said “finding a spoon that wouldn’t 

melt in hot soup was a challenge” (Gibbens, How do Plastic Straw Bans Work?, 2018). The 

Sustainability Manager of American Airlines expressed a similar sentiment when she said “the 

biggest hurdle was finding a sustainable alternative” (Gibbens, How do Plastic Straw Bans 

Work?, 2018). Many companies have turned to paper straws as a replacement, but these can be 

less durable and can become soggy quickly. Additionally, some paper straw companies, 

including Aardvark Straws, have faced difficulty in keeping up with the sharp rise in demand 

(Gibbens, How do Plastic Straw Bans Work?, 2018). Many argue that alternatives should be 

developed more thoroughly before bans start to take effect, but many current policy proposals, 
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including Seattle’s, are already the result of a delay that hoped alternatives would catch up. 

Seattle’s 2008 ordinance that banned single-use food containers that were not compostable or 

recyclable actually omitted plastic straws and utensils because the alternatives at the time were 

not considered sufficient for widespread use (Wu, 2018). The ordinance was updated in 2010 in 

anticipation that these items would be incorporated in the future, and in 2018, they finally were. 

It is hard to say when alternatives are ‘good enough’ for bans on products to be instated, but it 

has been said that markets must be sufficient to support a major transition (Gibbens, How do 

Plastic Straw Bans Work?, 2018). Production of paper straws cost about a penny more per straw 

than the production of plastic straws (Gibbens, How do Plastic Straw Bans Work?, 2018).  

The overwhelming message, from supporters and critics alike, is that plastic straw bans 

are nowhere near enough. As stated, plastic straws only represent 0.03% of the plastic waste 

stream by weight (Viswanathan, 2018). The issues with plastic straws in our ocean amount to 

about 2,000 tons annually, which is a miniscule 0.02% of the total 9 million tons of plastic waste 

that enters the oceans on a yearly basis (Borenstein, 2018). There are better ways to address the 

deeply-rooted issues that plastic straws have brought to the forefront of the conversation on the 

environment. 

 
IV. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

There are two avenues of conclusions and recommendations I hope to provide based on 

the analysis of this movement. The first entails policy recommendations about the straw issue 

itself and the larger sphere of related environmental issues. The second focuses on the social 

movement and communication surrounding the issue. I believe that discussions on both areas are 

integral to this topic.  

A. Policy Recommendations 
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Most critics of straw bans provide a number of reasons why straw bans won’t work. But few 

are able to offer concrete suggestions for a better path forward. One editorial from USAToday 

recommended that to tackle the problem of consumption and pollution, we should be focusing 

more on education and scientifically-driven solutions (USA Today Editorial Board, 2018). 

Others have recommended that the best way to combat the plastic problem is to invest in better 

systems for waste collection on land, as well as investing in better systems for recycling used 

plastics into valuable products (Borenstein, 2018).  

The United States has not passed any national policy—ban or otherwise—regarding plastic 

straws. There is, however, precedent for national policy related to difficult plastics in the form of 

microbeads. In 2015, the Microbead-Free Waters Act of 2015 was signed into law by President 

Obama after it was passed by Congress. The act—which is carried out by the U.S. Food and 

Drug Administration as an amendment to the Federal Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act—prohibits 

both the manufacture and distribution of ‘rinse-off’ cosmetics that contain plastic microbeads 

(U.S. Food & Drug Administration, 2017). This policy change was due to nationwide concern 

about microbeads polluting waterways and eventually ending up in aquatic wildlife and 

humans—the same concerns as larger plastic pollution carries. The implementation of a national 

policy on microbeads began much the same way that plastic straw action has started: with action 

at the local and state level. Congress felt that a single law addressing the product at a national 

level would be a better solution (U.S. Food & Drug Administration, 2017), providing hope for 

national policy implementation regarding plastic straws.  

The federal government is no stranger to the plastic reduction movement: on September 26, 

2018—very much within a time of heightened interest in plastic due to the anti-straw 

movement—the U.S. Senate Committee on Environment and Public Works held a hearing 
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entitled “Cleaning up the Oceans: How to Reduce the Impact of Man-made Trash on the 

Environment, Wildlife, and Human Health”. The hearing featured plastic and science industry 

leaders discussing their concern about plastic waste and their commitment to responding to the 

problem. Among those testifying was Dr. Jonathan Baillie, the Executive Vice President and 

Chief Scientist for the National Geographic Society, who highlighted a “three-pronged 

approach” for national policy recommendations to lessen the impact of plastics on people and the 

environment (Works, 2019): 

1. The United States must streamline its recycling standards and practices to reduce 

contamination. 

2. We must move away from non-recyclable plastics that have no value to the recycling 

industry.  

3. We must educate consumers about what is recyclable and how it should be recycled. 

These recommendations underscore three major areas that need attention: recycling systems and 

infrastructure, recyclable materials, and education.  I concur with Baillie’s conclusions, but 

would offer three parallel recommendations with a slightly larger scope which will hopefully 

address plastics waste and other environmental problems slightly further upstream.  

1. Investing in Recycling Technology and Infrastructure 

If there is one thing that the plastic straw movement has shown, it is that the current state of 

recycling is dismal. Only 9% of plastics produced globally are recycled (Stanislaus, 2018), and 

even if they are recycled, their chemical structure only allows them to be recycled two or three 

times before they become unusable (Viswanathan, 2018). Extreme weaknesses in the U.S.’s 

recycling infrastructure were exposed when China stopped importing most used materials from 

the U.S. for recycling. The limits of the domestic recycling market became obvious and prices of 
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recycling commodities dropped dramatically. Nearly one-third of the total exports of scrap 

commodities from the United States went to China in 2017, totaling $5.6 billion dollars, an 

enormous missed opportunity for the recycling market within the United States (Phillips, 2018). 

Many recycling businesses are considering a significant increase in prices for recycling 

collection and processing to keep their businesses viable (Phillips, 2018). It is clear that much 

work must be done in this area to make recycling in the United States a continued option, 

specifically an option for private industry run through market mechanisms. 

The first step that must be taken is for the United States Environmental Protection 

Agency, which regulates recycling and waste on a national level, to commission a nationwide 

study of domestic recycling flows. During his congressional testimony, Baillie alluded to the 

need for more research and understanding of plastics, saying, “Scientists are still in the early 

phase of studying how extensively the global plastic crisis has impacted and will continue to 

impact our world,” (Works, 2019). With 30% of domestic plastic waste previously being 

exported to China, the interruption in this supply chain that happened in 2018 significantly 

altered how plastic flows in the United States, an area which already was ill-understood (Works, 

2019). An in-depth look at how waste is produced and disposed of in the country must be 

undertaken first to understand how commodities are (or are not) moving in the absence of the 

Chinese markets, and to identify weaknesses in overall infrastructure.  

Specific next steps must be primarily guided by the results of the study, but an already-

apparent gap in the system is a lack of end-markets in the United States for processed recycling 

commodities. Not enough businesses are looking to recycled materials as inputs to create their 

products, often because of a fear of lower-quality material. Recycled materials, however, have 

the potential to reduce production costs and, perhaps most importantly, create huge marketing 
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potential. U.S. consumers are slowly becoming more interested in purchasing products that are 

produced sustainably. A study showed that 45% of consumers would be willing to pay more for 

a product if it was “environmentally-friendly” (Morgan, 2018). As more companies begin to 

invest in recycling materials, their use will become increasingly attractive through both 

consumer demand and increased development of supply mechanisms. Companies like Nike and 

Method are already leading the way through incorporation of recycled plastic into their products, 

demonstrating that it is indeed a viable option (Morgan, 2018). However, since recycled 

commodities have been incredibly difficult to sell since China’s changes, it is clear that not 

enough companies are adopting this method quickly enough. In order to incentivize more 

domestic production companies to utilize recycled materials, a tax credit should be provided to 

companies who use a significant proportion of recycled materials in their product inputs.  

Finally, recycling infrastructure, specifically the actually machinery utilized in the sorting 

process, is performing at a much lower standard than is needed. Showcased by the fact that many 

plastic items (including plastic straws and plastic bags)—which could be processed into new 

materials through existing processes—are not currently being recycled due solely to the fact that 

existing machinery does not have the capacity to sort them effectively, it is critical that the 

United States work to engineer better sorting machinery that is adaptable to a much wider variety 

of products. Additionally, plastics have a unique issue of limited recycling capacity. As 

previously mentioned, their chemical structure normally only allows them to be recycled a 

limited number of times into a new type of plastic. Materials science research in the area of 

polymers should be funded to develop new types of plastics that can be more effectively 

recycled, like the work being done through the National Science Foundation’s Center for 

Sustainable Polymers (University of Minnesota receives $20M grant for sustainable plastics 
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research, 2019).  Investment should continue to be made into researching and developing these 

machineries and materials.   

2. Implementing a “Producer-Pays” Fee on Single-Use Plastics.  

While a ban on plastic straws definitely will not solve our entire plastic problem, similar 

legislation through the implementation of a tax or fee has been show to lead to a significant drop 

in use of the targeted products. Remember the five-pence levy on bags in the UK? It caused an 

85% reduction in use of single-use plastic bags in the country (Smithers, 2016). A 33-cent (USD) 

tax on plastic bags implemented in Ireland led to a 94% drop in their use within weeks 

(Rosenthal E. , 2008). Not only do fees lead to desirable results, they provide an economic 

opportunity. A major benefit of a fee over a ban is that a fee provides revenue for the 

government to allocate. Since this fee implementation is aimed at reducing use and disposal of 

plastics, the revenue collected could be beneficially used to support the materials and machinery 

research described in the first policy recommendation.  

Product “bans” represent a very limited policy scope, and usually happen on shorter time-

scales, providing little time for the producer, seller, and consumer to adjust. Based on the success 

of the plastic bag taxes, specifically those with larger fee amounts, a major recommendation 

would be the implementation of a two-phased fee on single-use plastics. The fee would be 

imposed on the manufacturer, with the intention of it “trickling down” to add to the price that the 

consumer pays. This will mainly address the “supply” side of the plastic problem, while the next 

suggestion, environmental education expansion, looks to address the “demand” side of the 

problem. The fee will encourage manufacturers to shift away from producing single-use plastic 

products, as well as providers (such as restaurants, grocery stores, etc.) to stop purchasing and 

providing these products to customers, in turn limiting the availability for consumers.  
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A phased approach is suggested to reflect the feedback from companies that felt that the short 

timelines of implementation for plastic bans was not feasible for them to develop solution. A 

gradual approach that makes use of two phases would help to ease both organizations and 

individuals through a transition. The first phase of the fee implementation would impose a 

nominal fee on the sale of each single-use plastic product created and sold. This phase would 

serve to encourage manufacturers to begin diversifying their business or shifting towards the 

creation of alternative products. This also helps to ease the transition for all stakeholders, with 

each stakeholder anticipating the implementation of the second phase and a much higher fee. The 

second phase would run for a longer period of time (dependent on the result of the first phase and 

the status of public opinion) and would raise the fee significantly on the sale of each single-use 

plastic product created and sold. This would be meant to phase-out single-use plastics from 

production and distribution through a high enough cost that single-use plastics would no longer 

be a financially viable option for purchasers.  

Admittedly, the political feasibility of this reform is less surmountable than the other 

recommendations, as it lies in direct conflict with the private industry responsible for the creation 

of single-use plastics. However, the environmental protection imperative and rapidly-increasing 

scale of the plastic problem that have been discussed make a stricter policy such as this a 

necessary part of any policy recommendations surrounding this issue. 

Implementation of product fees or taxes has been thwarted in the past due to conflicting 

government rulings at different levels of government. Many local city governments passed bans 

or fees on plastic bags only to have a higher government, usually the state, pass a “ban on bans”, 

prohibiting local governments from banning the distribution of disposable plastic bags (Rodd, 

2018). This happened in several states, including Arizona and Minnesota (Rodd, 2018). Other 
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states, however, were able to successfully ban plastic bags across the state, as was the case in 

California (Rodd, 2018). This created inconsistencies between policies, and on a nation-wide 

level, created a “patchwork” of policies, with some states having policies aimed at ridding the 

state of plastic bags, some states having policies prohibiting these kinds of policies, and some 

states enacting no relevant policies at all. If this fee were to be enacted on all single-use plastics 

at the national level, it would be significantly more effective, not only in terms of a market 

transition away from single-use plastics, but also to create a more cohesive message regarding 

the laws across all states.  

3. Expanding Environmental Education 

Perhaps the most important part of the solution, as is the case with many environmental 

issues, is education. Consumer choices are half of the economic equation with respect to 

accumulation of plastic waste, so the accurate and effective education of consumers has a crucial 

part in this conversation. In order to set the United States on a track towards more informed and 

conscientious purchasing and living, the government needs to ensure that current consumers (and 

the next generation of consumers) understand the externality implications of their actions. 

Purchasing and impact have become increasingly separated since trading and economies have 

evolved, but as access to information has increased with the utilization of the internet, it is 

becoming easier to connect these concepts again, by allowing us to see where companies get 

their inputs and to see how genuine corporate social responsibility pledges are. 

The Department of Education should mandate the expansion of environmental education 

requirements in its school classrooms so that students better understand basic lifecycle analysis 

(with tangible examples related to consumer products), economic drivers and supply-and-

demand mechanisms (to understand everyday choices and actions that individuals make and how 
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they transform or sustain industries and institutions), and environmental externalities and the 

connections between these and everyday actions. Lifecycle analysis is often taught in terms of 

living lifeforms, or even more broadly in relation to organic beings. In current curricula, it is not 

being connected to products, which must change going forward. Likewise, economic drivers are 

often taught generally, but examples that discuss “demand” in terms of public perception 

(potentially using corporate social responsibility as an example) must be utilized. These 

additions will not only benefit the environment by improving the knowledge of future 

consumers, but it will improve the educational process by providing students with tangible 

examples of complex subjects that can be related to actions they see every day. To expand 

environmental education in the identified areas, K-12 educational standards must be revised, 

specifically the Common Core State Standards and Next Generation Science Standards, in order 

to include these concepts and their corresponding connections.  

Understanding recycling guidelines has been identified as a barrier for progress in the area of 

waste reduction, so in order to improve the understanding of adult consumers, this must be 

recognized as a priority with federal environmental education funding. As such, an additional 

policy recommendation is that the United States Environmental Protection Agency’s 

Environmental Education Grant program be expanded to include a category specifically for 

projects and programs aimed at increasing the general public’s knowledge of recycling 

guidelines and processes. 

 
B. Communications Conclusions 
 
The underlying idea of framing theory is fairly simple: the way we talk about subject 

becomes part of our understanding of the subject itself. The phrase “plastic straw” has taken on 

many new implications over the course of the last two years purely because of the ways it has 
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been talked about. It has become a symbol representing many things: the role of the individual 

vs. corporations in solving the climate crisis; the destruction of individual freedoms; the scope of 

products involved in environmental problems; and many more. The communications strategies of 

the movement found success in their ability to communicate a sense of agency and ability to 

individuals, but fell short by failing to connect their message to larger problems and solutions. I 

would posit that based on the way the straw was discussed, environmentalists and environmental 

organizations can learn from this case study, and should work to focus their message and 

message framing intentionally, specifically around the following principles. 

1. Systems-Focused Language  

Many of the shortcoming of the frames that existed for the duration of this movement revolved 

around the fact that they were superficial; rarely relating the straws to other issues. Language that 

connected the straws to turtles did serve to provide some context for where the straw fell in a 

greater mapping of issues, but not to the point that individuals could connect their actions all the 

way along the process. Without describing the ways in which plastic straws actually contribute to 

environmental problems (for example, the steps that a straw goes through to become a danger for 

marine life or contributes to BPA intake in humans), the straw was painted as isolated. Without a 

connection to a larger system, there was no ability for individuals to understand where the impact 

occurred, and thus no motivation to take action. This frame is what led many critics to describe 

the movement negatively; by focusing on the straw by itself, it was juxtaposed against the scale 

of larger environmental issues such as climate change where the systems in place are more well-

known. In this vein, future environmental campaigns would benefit from focusing on pro-

environmental behaviors within a larger context; to more clearly describe how that behavior is 

part of a larger system or process. Framing a behavior as one step in a larger chain of events 
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encourages the “do your part” narrative, helping individuals (and perhaps even organizations) to 

feel a sense of responsibility.  

2. Highlighting Agency 

Perhaps the way in which the straw campaign succeeded the most was in its ability to show 

individuals that they could take action. Removing plastic straws from a daily routine was easy 

and accessible for most individuals and showed that they play a tangible role within the context 

of large environmental issues. Issues like climate change or water pollution or food scarcity give 

many individuals “eco-anxiety” (Kim Usher, 2019), paralyzing them by suggesting that no action 

that an individual takes can have enough of an impact to make a difference. The straw, however, 

showed people that they can take steps to make a difference. The movement created a noticeable 

change in industry trends, demonstrating the potential effects of social movements, no matter the 

size of the issue they focus on. This provides important guidance for framing of other 

environmental issues in the future. While information about environmental issues on a larger 

scale must necessarily be distributed to allow for learning and a full understanding of issues, by 

highlighting the actions that individuals can take to make positive impacts, they can take 

immediate steps not only to perform these actions, but to become more connected to the issue in 

general. Providing individuals a tangible way to be a part of the solution provides them a path to 

feeling like they have a sense of control or agency, which motivates them to act rather than feel 

paralyzed.  

3. Social Media Communication and Agenda-Setting 

Though received overall with mixed reactions, the anti-straw movement successfully reached the 

political agendas of many jurisdictions. The framing recommendations above provide guidance 

on how future environmental movements can be even more effective and efficient in reaching 
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success in the agenda-setting process, but undoubtedly the online nature of this movement played 

a crucial role in the success it achieved. While the physical actions suggested by the movement 

(avoiding using disposable straws and supporting local straw bans) were limited, the 

communication opportunities offered by a primary-online movement were expansive. Providing 

prompts, hashtags, photo opportunities, videos to share, and even canned messages allowed the 

movement to spread with ease and speed. The actions any individual took offline did not 

necessary need to reflect the sentiments they portrayed online, but as political representatives 

look for better ways to connect with more constituents efficiently, many of them turn to social 

media, and seeing such a multitude of messages opposing plastic straws undoubtedly provided 

the perception that this was an issue of importance to a high number of constituents. Issues of 

importance to constituents are those that should—in theory—reach the political agenda, so this 

online presence provided significant benefit to the furthering of the anti-straw sentiment. 

Communications and policy scholars are very much still beginning to understand how the use of 

social media changes the cultural landscape, but it is clear that movements have the potential to 

use these platforms as a deeply effective tool in their organizing.  

 
V. IMPLICATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
 

While plastic straws may seem like a small topic, both physically and in terms of their impact 

on waste around the world, their connection to much larger issues and complexities within the 

realm of the environment has allowed them to be a vehicle for bigger conversations. The policies 

recommended within this paper—investment in recycling infrastructure, implementation of a 

plastic fee, and expanded environmental education—seek to address some of the more tangible 

concerns that this subject presents, but plastic straws have achieved much more in terms of their 
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success in bringing the environment to the forefront of many casual conversations, for however 

limited a time. This is why the communications recommendations—systems-focused language 

and highlighting agency—are equally as important. This movement, which provided a very close 

connection to the daily lives of most consumers, allowed individuals to take a first step towards 

changing their shopping and recreational activities in a relatively simple way that made them one 

change agent in a movement which motivated mega-corporations and country-wide governments 

to make changes. This idea of connection to a larger effort is crucial to the motivation of 

individuals, as is ensuring that they feel like they can made a difference by themselves.  

 Because this topic marries the fields of communications and public policy, it has 

highlighted the disparity of research that exists at this intersection. It has also highlighted the 

lack of research that exists in the area of environmental communication. Much more research 

effort has been devoted to social science research related to the environment within the last 

decade, but with many movements taking to social media, more research is needed to understand 

what language is being used and how effective it is when shaping understandings of 

environmental issues. Furthermore, with many issues that exist online (specifically those 

involving controversy), many disparate frames are being employed at once. Despite this, often a 

small number of frames will become dominate and shape understandings in more significant 

ways. Both quantitative and qualitative research methods could be employed in exploring the 

intricacies of these forces as they play out online. It is my hope that by writing an in-depth 

research paper on a subject as seemingly-trivial as talk about plastic straws, that it will inspire 

others to pay attention to the small things that may otherwise escape their focus. Worlds are 

made and destroyed in the details, and the more we allow ourselves to notice injustices when 

they occur under the radar, the more effectively we can work towards a just future. 
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