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Introduction 
On our campus of Radford University, we have noticed an increase of plastic bag use. This is interesting to us 

because as college students we are often busy all of the time and the convenience of single use plastic is 

something that we can quickly access. Whether this is a quick snack between classes or a coffee for an 8am 

class, single use plastic is found widely in our day to day lives. The different types of single use plastic that we 

often find in our daily lives are plastic cups and straws from Starbucks, plastic water or soda bottles, plastic 

utensils and single use plastic bags often coming from the campus dining halls. For our project we decided to 

focus specifically on single use plastic bags. Due to issues with collecting the necessary data on plastic bag 

consumption and use on our campus we switched our focus from banning single use plastic bags on campus to a 

campaign on educating people on the issue of single use bags.  

 

 
 
Review of the Literature 

 

There has been this epidemic of “save the turtles” and “do not use the plastic straws”, but there is no 

notice to any other kind of single use plastic. At Radford’s campus we see single use plastics, such as Starbucks 

cups, plastic straws, and, as our group focused on, plastic bags. Radford University uses plastic bags from 

places such as the bookstore to the many food places around campus; from little bags for pastries to larger bags 

to put pizza boxes in. Our campus, like many others, has made efforts to deplete our plastic bag pollution 

through our Bags to Benches campaign. Plastic bags have made such an environmental impact that there has 

been legislation against it, not only in Virginia, but also countrywide. What if we gave people incentives for not 

using plastic bags? What if we gave options that were better for the environment than plastic bags? 

 

Efforts Against Plastic Bags 
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Whether it be on a micro level, such as the Bags to Benches at Radford University, or at a macro scale, 

such as passing a bill in Virginia against the environmental damage plastic bags were creating. The literature 

that I dove into mentioned this quote, “Legislators in both the United States and the United Kingdom are 

attempting to force a reduction of one-time use plastic bags. Both countries rely on a combination of bans, use 

fees, recycling, and voluntary actions.” (Kish, 2018)  Even with efforts to lessen the impact, such as, bans, use 

fees, recycling, and voluntary actions, there still has to be some kind of societal convincing. There was an 

example of one legislator creating a $5 penalty for loose plastic, but then another legislator brought up the 

concern of the plastic bag industry being negatively affected. There will always be some kind of opposition, so 

how do you make a change?  How do you convince a large group of people, like a college campus or a state, to 

completely switch from plastic to paper? 

 Part of our project was coming up with an incentive, but do people need it? A piece of literature I read 

put out a survey and come up with these hypotheses: bag use can be affected by habits, age, customs, and level 

of eco-taxes and if there are options, people will pick the biodegradable option.  It might seem so miniscule, but 

when there is state legislation to change it, it obviously is not a small issue. An article by The Free-Lance Star 

says,  “Since people are creatures of habit, or need time to adjust to new routines, some shoppers will no doubt 

be making two trips into the store--the second after retrieving their reusable bags from the car. They also like 

having the bags for other uses, such as picking up dog poop in the most hygienic way possible. The legislation 

does exempt certain bags, such as the ones used to segregate meat, fish and other grocery items, the plastic 

used to cover dry-cleaned clothes and rolls of bags used for garbage or yard waste.” (The Free Lance Star, 

2015) There may be an incentive option that could be offered, but I think the literature and data shows that there 

just has to be a better option to minimize the plastic bag use.  

  

Methods and Sampling 
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Our methods to collect data began by contacting via email and phone calls individuals who play a role in 

sustainability on or off campus as well as several managers of the dining facilities on campus. The information 

we collected is as follows: 

 
Josh Nease (Sustainability Coordinator): Did not provide us with quantitative information but gave resources 

and ideas to create an incentive campaign to encourage individuals to not use single use plastic bags.  

Chartwells Managers Contacted: Did not return any emails or calls about data for single use plastic bag 

consumption on campus.  

Adrean Harris (Resident District Manager)  

Mary Beth Roberts-Sutherland (Retail Operations Director) 

Tom Pfeifer (Information Systems Manager) 

Loveda Warren (Director of Dalton Kitchen) 

Torrece Gregoire “Chef T” (Campus Executive Chef)  

New River Resource Authority:  

Sherry Johnson (Administrative Assistant-Outreach Coordinator)-Provided information for Neal Thompson, 

Recycling/Solid Waste Coordinator at Radford University. 

Radford Facilities Maintenance:  

Neal Thompson (Recycling/Solid Waste Coordinator)-Directed us to Adrean Harris-Resident District Manager 

Chartwells.  He also spoke with Loveda Warren and emailed me on 11/18/19 that she would be in touch.  

 
 
Our method to collect data started as quantitative, we were hoping to receive numbers based on single use 

plastic bag consumption on Radford University’s campus. The questions that we asked to collect data included, 

What was the 2018 data on the amount of plastic bags that were purchased for Radford University dining 

locations?  
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Was there a statistically significant growth or decline in the amount of plastic bags purchased for campus dining 

locations in the last 10 years in proportion to changes in student population size? 

Which dining location on campus uses the most plastic bags?  

 

Due to the inability to receive data on single use plastic bag consumption on campus we put together a survey 

that was distributed to the student population via word of mouth and social media sites. The survey was created 

through Google Forms and had five questions, four of which were multiple choice and one that was a free 

response. The program we used, Google Forms automatically creates graphs for the data that was collected. The 

survey collected individuals’ opinions on plastic bag use and what they do with the plastic bags that they have 

collected. A major question that was asked on the survey was, “Are you aware of the Bags to Benches 

campaign on campus and if so have you donated to it.” Of the 38 responses only a handful of individuals 

responded that they were aware of the campaign or have donated to it. One student reported they were aware of 

it but did not donate because they live off campus. This could be a potential addition to the project by 

considering adding donation bins to off campus apartment complexes. Nearly 80% of those surveyed responded 

that reducing the use of plastic bags would be beneficial to the environment.  

 

 

 

Updated 12/08/2019 

Data was received from James Perkins Director of University Services on December 4, 2019. The data is as 

follows:  

1. Amount of plastic bags purchased for RU dining locations.    

Approximately 3500 a week 
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2. Have you seen an increase or decrease in plastic bag use in the last 10 years?    

Most units have seen a decrease  

3. Which dining location on campus uses the most plastic bags?  

Chick-fil-A but mainly because it has bags used for multiple units in that building.  

 

 

Findings  

 
Figure 1 
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Figure 2  

 
Figure 3  
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Figure 4  

 
Figure 5:  Shows the responses from the free response question we provided on the survey.  

 

 
 
 

 

 
 

Conclusions  
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The data found did not deny nor accept our question in regards to the use of single use plastics due to an 

insufficient amount of participants involved in the survey. The survey did show that students are aware of the 

detrimental impacts involving single use plastics on campus and understand the harmful effects. The only 

problem is the unknown surrounding the Bags to Benches campaign.  By educating the population and 

providing an incentive program it would be easier to conserve and reduce the number of single use plastics on 

campus. Our method conducted was quantitatively gathering data and statistics involving single use plastics at 

Radford University.  This design helped us to best understand the actual amount of single use plastics used, as 

well as, determining a motive to persuade students and faculty to choose a more environmentally friendly 

alternative. Error did occur in the number of students surveyed and the lack of communication between outside 

sources.  The next step could be educating our peers and the faculty at Radford University on these types of 

simple, yet impending, issues that could impact the future of the environment.  
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