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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
 
Single-use plastics are the primary source of plastic pollution on the planet, with Americans 
discarding more than 30 million tons of plastic a year. Decades of research on the power of 
scripted entertainment suggests that it could be an effective medium for conveying the problems 
associated with single-use plastics and modeling reusable practices and systems. 

In partnership with the Plastic Pollution Coalition (PPC), and with support from the Break Free 
From Plastic Movement and Plastic Solutions Fund, the USC Annenberg Norman Lear Center’s 
Media Impact Project (MIP) conducted a content analysis to measure the prevalence of single-use 
and reusable items in popular scripted television shows. We analyzed 64 episodes of 32 popular 
shows from the 2019-2020 season. 

Key Findings

Single-use plastics were common on scripted TV, with an average of 28 single-use plastic 
items per episode.  
We also identified an average of one mass plastic event per episode.  1

93% of single-use items (both plastic and non-plastic) were not disposed of on screen. When 
disposal was shown, the items were highly likely to be littered (80% of disposed items). 
Only 8 episodes (13% of the sample) included any dialogue about plastic pollution or related 
issues. We observed no dialogue related to systemic solutions to plastic pollution problems.  
Single-use plastic items far outweighed their reusable counterparts, including straws, 
beverage bottles, and coffee cups. 
Single-use plastics were particularly abundant on screen in the context of parties, eating 
takeout scenes, and medical settings, but there are ways to continue to depict such scenarios 
while limiting the frequency of plastic pollution.   

Recommendations for Content Creators 

Based on these findings, we recommend the following steps for content creators to minimize 
depictions of single-use plastics and promote conscious reusable behavior, and ultimately help 
audiences imagine a plastic-free future: 

 Mass plastic events were defined as more than 10 single-use plastic items in the background of a given scene that were 1

not interacted with by any TV character. Any single-use items that were interacted with were counted individually by unit.
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Swap out single-use plastics for package-free or non-plastic reusable items where feasible. 
Avoid replacing single-use plastics with bioplastics, as many bioplastics are also problematic.  2

Include dialogue, storylines, and character traits that raise awareness of plastic pollution and 
alternatives to single-use items.  
When plastic items must be depicted, show elements of their life cycle. 
In addition to modeling individual behavior change, illustrate the ways in which plastic 
pollution is a systemic problem, connected to human health issues, environmental justice, 
and the climate crisis.   

 Surfrider Foundation. (2021). Bioplastics toolkit.  https://ee5-files.s3-us-west-2.amazonaws.com/publications/2

Bioplastics-Toolkit-2021.pdf

https://urldefense.com/v3/__https://ee5-files.s3-us-west-2.amazonaws.com/publications/Bioplastics-Toolkit-2021.pdf__;!!LIr3w8kk_Xxm!4byaRD7kYO7HtyU2yoRndDbPI4nvzeW1yKGW9fQP-hgTsY-p-cJlMsE5Bb-ho1I$
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https://ee5-files.s3-us-west-2.amazonaws.com/publications/Bioplastics-Toolkit-2021.pdf__;!!LIr3w8kk_Xxm!4byaRD7kYO7HtyU2yoRndDbPI4nvzeW1yKGW9fQP-hgTsY-p-cJlMsE5Bb-ho1I$
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FOREWORD FROM PLASTIC 
POLLUTION COALITION
For more than a decade, Plastic Pollution Coalition (PPC) has worked to educate and connect 
people and groups to advocate for a more just, equitable world free of plastic pollution. Since our 
founding, PPC has harnessed the power of film and television by working with our Notable 
Members, including Jeff Bridges, Kyra Sedgwick, Ed Begley, Jr, Alfre Woodard, Mandy Moore, and 
many more to spread the message that plastic pollutes and the time to reduce our planetary 
plastic footprint is now. 

This groundbreaking report—the first of its kind—sets a baseline for portrayals, use, and dialogue 
related to single-use plastic in the most popular on-air scripted TV shows. This report is a first 
step toward changing the culture among writers and showrunners on TV shows, and ultimately, in 
homes and workplaces across the globe. Together, we can achieve a better world for the health of 
humans, animals, waterways, oceans, and our environment.
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INTRODUCTION
Americans discard more than 30 million tons of plastic a year. Only 8% of this gets recycled, while 
the rest ends up in landfills, burned, or becomes litter.  Single-use plastics are the main source of 3

plastic pollution: 33% of all plastic, including water bottles, bags, and straws, are used just once 
and thrown “away.”  The buildup of plastic waste adversely affects the health of humans, wildlife, 4

and ultimately, the planet.  5

Decades of research show that scripted entertainment plays a powerful role in shaping our social 
norms, attitudes, and behavior on a wide variety of health and social issues.  Thus, entertainment 6

can be a highly effective medium for modeling sustainable practices and systems. Plastic Pollution 
Coalition (PPC) is a global alliance that works toward a more just, equitable world free of plastic 
pollution and its toxic impacts. In 2020, PPC commissioned the USC Annenberg Norman Lear 
Center’s Media Impact Project (MIP) to study the extent to which, and in what ways, single-use 
plastics and reusables are represented in popular scripted television. 

We conducted a content analysis of 51 hours of television. The sample included 64 episodes of 32 
popular television shows from the 2019-2020 season. Two content coders were rigorously trained 
to analyze the visual content of the episodes, identifying all single-use plastic items, single-use 
non-plastic items, and reusable items. Additionally, multiple single-use plastics items in the 
background of scenes were recorded as “mass plastic events.” Twenty percent of episodes were 
double-coded for interrater reliability. More detail on the methodology may be found in Appendix 
A.

 Eriksen, M., Lebreton, L. C., Carson, H. S., Thiel, M., Moore, C. J., Borerro, J. C., Galgani, F., Ryan, P. G., & Reisser, J. 3

(2014). Plastic pollution in the world's oceans: more than 5 trillion plastic pieces weighing over 250,000 tons afloat at sea. 
PloS one, 9(12), e111913. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0111913

 DiGregorio, B. E. (2009). Biobased performance bioplastic: Mirel. Chemistry & Biology, 16(1), 1-2. https://doi.org/10.1016/4

j.chembiol.2009.01.001

 Plastic Pollution Coalition. (2021). We’re moving towards a plastic free world: Learn the facts. https://5

www.plasticpollutioncoalition.org/the-facts

 Gillig, TK., Rosenthal, E.L., Murphy, S.T., & Folb, K. L. (2018). More than a media moment: The influence of televised 6

storylines on viewers’ attitudes toward transgender people and policies. Sex Roles, 78, 515–527. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s11199-017-0816-1; Rosenthal, E.L, Rogers, A. A., Peterson, E., Watson-Currie, E., & Shin, H. (2020). Change the narrative, 
change the world: How immigrant representation on television moves audiences to action. USC Annenberg Norman Lear 
Center and Define American. https://download.defineamerican.com/2020/09/ Change-the-Narrative-Change-the-
World.pdf

http://www.apple.com
http://www.apple.com
https://download.defineamerican.com/2020/09/
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0111913
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chembiol.2009.01.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chembiol.2009.01.001
https://www.plasticpollutioncoalition.org/the-facts
https://www.plasticpollutioncoalition.org/the-facts
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FINDINGS 
Our analysis identified a total of 2,309 single-use items across 64 episodes, including 1,788 plastic 
items and 521 non-plastic  items. We first present findings about all single-use items on TV (both 7

plastic and non-plastic), and then turn to findings specifically pertaining to single-use plastic 
items, which are the primary focus of this report.  

Single-Use Items on TV   

The predominant theme in depictions of single-use items was the 
invisibility of disposal.   8

Of the 2,309 single-use items (both plastic and non-plastic), 93% were not disposed of on 
screen.  
Disposal was shown for only 167 single-use items, across 10 episodes. 
The invisibility of disposal contributes to the false narrative of “magically disappearing trash”
—the idea that plastic items just go away on their own.   9

The reality is that plastic is forever. According to PPC, every bit of plastic that has ever been 
created still exists, including the amount that has been incinerated and has become toxic 
particulate matter.  10

In rare instances in which disposal of single-use items was 
shown (7% of all items), the vast majority were littered, rather 
than thrown in the trash or recycled. 

Out of 2,309 single-use items, disposal was shown for only 167 items. Of these, 134 (80%) 
were littered and 33 (20%) were thrown in the trash.  
No single-use items were shown being recycled. 

 Single-use non-plastic included items made of paper, cardboard, wood, aluminum, glass and other non-plastic 7

materials. 

 “Disposal” included actions related to discarding single-use (plastic and non-plastic) items on screen, including items 8

that were littered, thrown in the trash, or recycled. 

 Hamilton, L. A. & Feit, S. (2019). Plastic & climate: The hidden costs of a plastic planet. Center for International 9

Environmental Law. https://www.ciel.org/reports/plastic-health-the-hidden-costs-of-a-plastic-planet-may-2019/

 Shekhar, S., & Shah, D. (2018) Are businesses ready to beat plastic pollution? Citizen Consumer and Civic Action Group. 10

https://www.no-burn.org/wp-content/uploads/India-BrandAuditReport_Final.pdf; Plastic Pollution Coalition. (2016, April 
18). The permanence of plastic pollution. https://www.plasticpollutioncoalition.org/blog/2016/4/18/the-permanence-of-
plastic-pollution

https://www.no-burn.org/wp-content/uploads/India-BrandAuditReport_Final.pdf
https://www.plasticpollutioncoalition.org/blog/2016/4/18/the-permanence-of-plastic-pollution
https://www.plasticpollutioncoalition.org/blog/2016/4/18/the-permanence-of-plastic-pollution
https://www.ciel.org/reports/plastic-health-the-hidden-costs-of-a-plastic-planet-may-2019/
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LEFT: GLENN FROM SUPERSTORE (NBC) LITTERS A PLASTIC DRINK CUP, LID, AND STRAW. 

RIGHT: BILL FROM LITTLE FIRES EVERYWHERE (HULU) HOLDS UP A PLASTIC GARBAGE BAG 
OF TRASH. 

Single-Use Plastics 

Every episode depicted multiple single-use plastic items. 

The number of single-use plastic items per episode ranged from 2 to 185, with an average of 28 
items per episode. 
In addition to the individual items, we identified an average of 1 mass plastic event per 
episode. 
Common mass plastic events included scenes set in grocery shops, retail or convenience 
stores, kitchens, and coffee shops. 

We identified two notable themes related to the disposal of 
plastic waste on television: characters littering for comedic effect 
and the presence of plastic disposal in murder scenes.  

Littering for Comedic Effect 
Of episodes depicting disposal, 2 out of 10 episodes (20%) used littering for comedic effect. 
The 7 single-use plastic items littered included a drink cup, lid, and straw, a coffee cup and 
lid, and two balloons. 
For example, in an episode of Superstore (NBC), disgruntled employee Glenn litters a plastic 
drink cup in a comedic fit of rage to protest the store’s new cleaning robot.  
Littering is by no means a desirable behavior to model on TV. However, if paired with critical 
dialogue, such portrayals could make the issue of plastic pollution more visible.  
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Murder Scenes 
Of episodes depicting disposal, 3 out of 10 episodes (30%) used single-use items in the 
context of murder. 12 single-use items were shown in murder scenes.  
Murder scenes were one of the few areas in which we explicitly saw plastics being thrown in 
the trash—typically plastic garbage bags used for dead body disposal. 
A potential explanation is that disposal of murder victims drives the plot in ways that disposal 
of regular items does not. Writers make an intentional choice to show the disposal of bodies 
because it moves the story forward. Writers may want to consider additional ways in which 
disposal can be incorporated into plot lines in order to raise awareness of plastic pollution. 

LEFT: JOE FROM YOU (NETFLIX) THROWS AWAY PLASTIC GARBAGE BAGS FULL OF BODY 
PARTS INTO A DUMPSTER. RIGHT: A MURDER INVESTIGATION SCENE FROM THE FLASH (CW) 

SHOWS A PLASTIC TARP COVERING A CORPSE.   

TV characters exhibited a near total lack of awareness of plastic 
pollution. 

In addition to the invisibility of item disposal, very few characters acknowledged the existence 
of plastic waste. 
Only 8 episodes (13%) included any dialogue about plastic waste or related issues (reusables, 
recycling, sustainability, or environmental issues). Relevant mentions were almost always one-
liners or references made in passing, rather than substantial dialogue about the issue of 
plastic pollution. 
For example, in an episode of The Simpsons (FOX), Homer humorously laments the lack of 
plastic straws, praying, “Dear Lord, please bring back plastic straws. Paper ones get soggy so 
fast.”  
This absence of discussion further feeds into the narrative of “magically disappearing 
plastics.” 
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Plastic Challenges and Solutions 
Our analysis identified a few common scenarios in which single-use plastic items were highly 
concentrated. These included food packaging, parties, and personal protective equipment (PPE) 
on medical shows. In this section, we propose ways in which content creators could continue to 
depict such scenarios while minimizing the appearance of single-use plastics.   

Food Packaging 

Food packaging was a common source of plastic waste on 
television. 

We identified 154 pieces of plastic food packaging in 38 episodes—an average of 4.5 pieces of 
food takeout or delivery plastic per episode when present.   

 
CHARACTERS FROM LITTLE FIRES EVERYWHERE (HULU)—A SHOW SET IN THE 1990S—

GATHER AROUND A COFFEE TABLE FILLED WITH TAKEOUT PLASTICS. 

Despite this, many shows modeled the use of reusable items in 
food scenes.  

Common reusables—like real plates, bowls, and cutlery—were frequently seen in dinner and 
restaurant scenes, with an average of 26.4 reusable items per episode.  
When depicting takeout and food delivery, content creators might consider having characters 
opt out of receiving plastic cutlery and condiments, bring their own reusable containers to 
restaurants instead of single-use containers, or model using services that provide reusable 
takeout options.  
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THE GOOD DOCTOR (ABC) SHOWS TWO CHARACTERS USING REUSABLE UTENSILS, GLASSES, 

AND DISHWARE WHILE DINING AT A RESTAURANT. 

Parties and Celebrations 

From birthday and house parties to gender reveal parties, 
celebrations in TV shows were littered with single-use plastic 
items. 

We identified 273 plastic cups  in 24 episodes, 272 balloons in 12 episodes, and 107 plastic 11

straws in 14 episodes. Of all of these, more than half (56%) appeared in party scenes. 

TV shows can depict a celebration without relying on single-use 
plastics, such as party cups and balloons.  

Content creators could consider having characters explicitly choose to forgo balloons and use 
alternative material decorations at a party, or to have guests BYOC (bring your own cup) or 
BYOB (bring your own bottles), or provide guests with reusable non-plastic cups with their 
names written on them.   
Another approach might have TV celebrations feature reusable or natural items, such as a 
picnic basket with real materials, reusable wooden plates, reusable steel cups and bottles, or 
refillable drink dispensers. For example, a house party on You (Netflix) had several guests with 
reusable cups and straws. 

 Notably, the majority of plastic cups depicted in party scenes were red Solo cups. These may serve as a simple heuristic 11

for TV content creators to visually denote a party setting for audiences. However, it may be useful for writers to consider 
incorporating reusable cups or glasses as a brand-agnostic alternative to Solo cups. 
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A HOUSE PARTY SCENE ON YOU (NETFLIX) SHOWS CHARACTERS HOLDING REUSABLE 

STRAWS AND DRINK CUPS.  

Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) and Medical Plastics 

PPE and plastic medical supplies were a common source of 
plastic waste on TV.  

We identified 370 single-use plastic personal protective equipment (PPE) items across 25 
episodes. These items were typically worn by health care workers and first responders in 
medical and procedural shows.  
The amount of PPE was not due to COVID-19 storylines—all shows in the sample were shot 
before the pandemic began.  
We identified 113 single-use medical plastic items, including blood, IV, and breathing tubes, in 
18 episodes. These were largely concentrated on medical shows, but hospital-bound 
characters appeared in other genres as well.  

Single-use plastic PPE and medical supplies are necessary in 
scenes with health care workers and first responders. However, 
there are ways to offset depictions of medical plastics. 

Content creators might consider including dialogue about non-plastic PPE and medical item 
innovations, such as reusable masks, cotton gowns, and sterilization machines for medical 
equipment. 
Alternatively, content creators could counterbalance depictions of plastic medical supplies by 
showing TV doctors and nurses with reusables in other contexts, such as bringing their own 
food to work in reusable non-plastic containers or using refillable beverage containers. 
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Single-Use Items and Reusable Counterparts 

Plastic straws, a highly-public focus of the anti-plastics 
movement in recent years, were more than 35 times as common 
as reusable straws on popular scripted shows.

We identified an average of 1.8 plastic straws per episode (107 total) 
Reusable straws were almost non-existent at 0.1 per episode (3 total). There were no paper 
straws depicted. 

 

T.K. STRAND FROM 9-1-1: LONE STAR (FOX) DRINKS BOBA TEA THROUGH A PLASTIC STRAW. 

Single-use cups 
Reusable drink containers

Single-use coffee cups 
Reusable coffee containers

Single-use straws 
Reusable straws 
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Single-use beverage bottles were nearly eight times more 
common than reusable bottles on TV.  

Plastic beverage containers—including disposable water bottles and cups—were frequently 
shown on screen, with an average of 4.7 items per episode (301 total). 
Reusable drink containers, like tumblers, thermoses, and refillable water bottles, appeared 
much less frequently at 0.6 items per episode (38 total). 
For example, a scene on Chicago Fire (NBC) depicting a cycling workout class showed 
multiple characters using refillable water bottles.  

  
LEFT: ROMAN FROM SUCCESSION (HBO) IS PICTURED WITH A PLASTIC WATER BOTTLE WHILE 
SPEAKING AT A PRESS CONFERENCE. RIGHT: A CHARACTER FROM CHICAGO FIRE (NBC) WITH 

A REFILLABLE WATER BOTTLE PLACED IN THE HOLDER OF HER STATIONARY BIKE. 

In particular, single use-coffee cups were depicted nearly six 
times more often than their reusable counterparts. 

Plastic coffee cups and drink lids appeared frequently, with an average of 2 items per episode 
(123 total). 
Reusable coffee containers, like tumblers, thermoses, and refillable coffee cups, were much 
less common, at an average of 0.3 items per episode (21 total).   
Preference for single-use vs. reusable coffee cups seemed to be a consistent theme for certain 
television characters.  
For example, Lt. Grace Billets from Bosch (Amazon Prime) was repeatedly seen with either a 
reusable thermos or ceramic coffee mug while walking through the office. Special Agent Leroy 
Gibbs from NCIS (CBS), on the other hand, was depicted holding a single-use coffee cup 
multiple times in each episode. 
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PREFERENCE FOR SINGLE-USE VS. REUSABLE ITEMS APPEARED TO BE BUILT INTO THE 
DEVELOPMENT OF CERTAIN CHARACTERS. LEFT: LT. GRACE BILLETS FROM BOSCH (AMAZON 
PRIME) HOLDS A THERMOS. RIGHT: SPECIAL AGENT LEROY GIBBS FROM NCIS (CBS) CARRIES 

A DISPOSABLE COFFEE CUP.  

There were, however, some examples of characters modeling 
reusable behaviors.  

For instance, Superstore (NBC) repeatedly featured major characters drinking from reusable 
Hydro Flask coffee cups in the break room. 
The fact that these were recurring characters is noteworthy—research shows people are more 
likely to engage in behaviors they see modeled by others, including fictional characters with 
whom they have come to identify.   12

RECURRING CHARACTERS ON SUPERSTORE (NBC) WERE REPEATEDLY SHOWN USING 
REFILLABLE HYDRO FLASK COFFEE CUPS.  

 Bandura, A. (1986). Social foundations of thought and action. Prentice Hall.; Bandura, A. (2008). Observational 12

learning. The International Encyclopedia of Communication. W. Donsbach (Ed.). https://doi.org/
10.1002/9781405186407.wbieco004

https://doi.org/10.1002/9781405186407.wbieco004
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781405186407.wbieco004
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 
CONTENT CREATORS
Based on the findings of this analysis, below are several recommendations for content creators to 
minimize depictions of single-use plastics on screen without sacrificing the story, and ultimately 
help audiences imagine a plastic-free future.

1. SWAP OUT PLASTIC ITEMS FOR REUSABLES:  
Scripted entertainment has the power to model desirable 
behaviors. Have characters—especially beloved ones—use non-
plastic reusable items instead of plastics when feasible, and even 
incorporate these choices into character development.  

Instead of red Solo cups and plastic party supplies, show reusable cups made of glass, steel, 
aluminum, copper, or wood, in addition to non-plastic decorations. Consider also having 
characters explicitly choose to forgo balloons at a party.  
Instead of paper (lined with plastic) or plastic to-go coffee cups or plastic transparent drink 
cups with plastic lids, show steel, ceramic or glass reusables and refillable cups. 
Instead of plastic straws, show straws made of steel, bamboo, glass, paper, wheat, or no 
straws at all.  
Instead of plastic bags, show reusable bags or baskets. 
Instead of plastic utensils or chopsticks or stirrers, show real items, like steel  utensils or 
bamboo reusable sets. 
Instead of plastic PPE and medical waste, show or include dialogue about non-plastic 
medical innovations such as reusable masks, gowns, and sterilization machines.  

EXAMPLES OF PLASTIC-FREE ALTERNATIVES: PARTY PACK (LEFT) AND GROCERY BASKET 
(RIGHT).   
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2. SUPPLEMENT DEPICTIONS WITH DIALOGUE: Include 
dialogue and storylines that raise awareness about plastic 
pollution or alternatives to single-use items.  

Pairing on-screen item replacements with educational dialogue could further direct 
audiences’ attention to the issue of plastic pollution and its adverse impacts on human and 
animal health and the environment. Such dialogue could also emphasize the connection 
between plastic pollution, environmental justice, and the climate crisis. 
Incorporate characters and storylines that address plastic pollution issues. For example, 
consider writing a cafe owner who provides reusable to-go containers to customers, or a 
character who refuses to use plastic containers for hot foods due to concerns about ingesting 
plastic toxins,  or a child whose family lives on the frontlines of plastics-related impacts (e.g., 13

lives near a refinery or incinerator). These storylines could drive home the message about the 
dangers of plastic pollution and the pressing need for alternatives.  

3. SHOW THE PLASTICS LIFE CYCLE: It is not always feasible to 
cut out single-use plastics, particularly in the case of medical 
plastics. When plastic items are depicted on TV, show elements 
of their life cycle, from fossil fuel extraction  to manufacturing, 14

distribution, and disposal, often via incineration or landfill. 

Showing single-use plastic items without depicting their disposal contributes to the false 
narrative that plastic items just ‘go away’ on their own.  
This ignores the reality of millions of tons of plastic being created, used for minutes and then 
disposed of, most often as waste sitting in landfills and in our oceans. This waste buildup 
adversely impacts groundwater, air pollution, food chains, wildlife, and human health.  15

Furthermore, plastic recycling is flawed in many ways and should not be the main solution 
depicted on TV. Worldwide, only 9% of all plastic ever thrown away since 1950 has been 

 Modeling refusal behaviors may be a key part of reshaping the narrative of plastics as a toxic material (as opposed to the 13

existing narrative of plastics as a “clean” material). 

 Plastic is made of petroleum, a non-renewable and harmful fossil fuel that contributes to the climate change crisis. 14

Plastic Pollution Coalition. (2018). Defining the system of plastic pollution. https://plasticpollutioncoalition.zendesk.com/
hc/en-us/articles/115002099788-Defining-the-System-of-Plastic-Pollution

 Plastic Pollution Coalition. (2021). We’re moving towards a plastic free world: Learn the facts. https://15

www.plasticpollutioncoalition.org/the-facts

https://plasticpollutioncoalition.zendesk.com/hc/en-us/articles/115002099788-Defining-the-System-of-Plastic-Pollution
https://plasticpollutioncoalition.zendesk.com/hc/en-us/articles/115002099788-Defining-the-System-of-Plastic-Pollution
https://plasticpollutioncoalition.zendesk.com/hc/en-us/articles/115002099788-Defining-the-System-of-Plastic-Pollution
https://www.plasticpollutioncoalition.org/the-facts
https://www.plasticpollutioncoalition.org/the-facts
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recycled, while the significant majority became plastic pollution in landfills, dumps, 
incinerators, or oceans.  16

4. MODEL SYSTEMIC SOLUTIONS: In addition to modeling 
individual behavior change and raising awareness through 
dialogue, illustrate the ways in which plastic pollution is a 
systemic problem and reuse is a solution.  

A March 2021 segment on Last Week Tonight with John Oliver (HBO)  highlighted the plastics 17

industry’s years-long campaign and extensive lobbying efforts to convince the public that 
plastic pollution is primarily an individual problem, rather than a systemic issue in which 
corporations are complicit.  
A TV storyline showing the power of collective action to fight for corporate accountability and 
progressive anti-plastics legislation could help shift the cultural conversation away from 
blaming individual consumers, and toward holding corporations and systems accountable for 
their outsized role in the plastic pollution crisis. 

 

 Global Alliance for Incinerator Alternatives. (2018). Recycling is not enough: It’s time to rethink how to solve the plastic 16

pollution crisis. https://www.no-burn.org/wp-content/uploads/Recycling-is-Not-Enough-online-version.pdf

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Fiu9GSOmt8E17

https://www.no-burn.org/wp-content/uploads/Recycling-is-Not-Enough-online-version.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Fiu9GSOmt8E
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CONCLUSION
With plastic production expected to quadruple by 2050,  compounding plastic waste levels and 18

climate impacts, it is imperative that now more than ever, consumers, companies, and industries 
join together to fight against the dominance of single-use plastics. By raising awareness about 
plastic pollution, modeling reusable behaviors on TV, and greening sets (both on and off screen), 
entertainment can play a pivotal role in helping audiences envision a world free from single-use 
plastics and their immense harm on people and the planet. 

This research illuminates the ways in which scripted entertainment portrays single-use plastics in 
many common contexts, while also maintaining the invisibility of plastic disposal and its health 
and environmental impacts. However, the research also reveals promising depictions of reusable 
and low-waste living on television, showing that Hollywood is capable of helping to lead the 
charge for a plastic-free world. Armed with the motivation, expert insights, the latest research, 
and actionable recommendations, TV content creators can help us all to imagine and achieve a 
future without single-use plastics.  

 World Economic Forum. (2016). The new plastics economy: Rethinking the future of plastics. http://www3.weforum.org/18

docs/WEF_The_New_Plastics_Economy.pdf

http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_The_New_Plastics_Economy.pdf
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_The_New_Plastics_Economy.pdf


Single-Use Plastics in Scripted TV 

page 20Final Project Report 

APPENDICES 
Appendix A: Detailed Methodology 

Sample 

The sample was drawn from shows that aired between September 2019 and May 2020. We 
excluded shows that were set prior to 1989 or existed in a non-real-world setting.  Next, we used 19

Nielsen ratings data to identify shows with the most total viewers, stratified by genre and platform 
as described below. Two episodes from each show were randomly selected.

The most viewed comedy and drama series on each of the 4 major broadcast networks 
(ABC, NBC, FOX, and CBS) [16 series, 32 episodes]. 
The two most viewed drama series on The CW [2 series, 4 episodes].   20

The most viewed comedy and drama series on basic cable [2 series, 4 episodes]. 
The most viewed premium cable comedy and drama series on each of HBO and Showtime 
[4 series, 8 episodes]. 
The most viewed original streaming comedy and drama series from each of Netflix, Hulu, 
and Amazon Prime [6 series, 12 episodes]. 
The two most viewed Spanish-language shows on Telemundo and Univision [2 series, 4 
episodes]. 

The complete list of shows and episodes can be found in Appendix B. 

Coding Procedure  

Within each episode, we identified each individual single-use and reusable item, recording the 
type of item, frequency, material, and whether it was discarded.  

Each item was counted only once, rather than each appearance of an individual item. For 
instance, if a character was drinking from a plastic bottle in one scene, and then later in the 
episode, was clearly drinking from the same bottle, we did not count the bottle a second time. 

 We disqualified the following shows from our sample, as they were set in periods (prior to 1989) that were marked by 19

consumers’ decidedly different relationships to plastic use: Young Sheldon (CBS), Hunters (Amazon Prime), American 
Horror Story: 1984 (FX). The Walking Dead (AMC) was also excluded and replaced due its fictional universe setting. 

 In the absence of a top comedy from The CW, two episodes each of the two most viewed drama series were selected. 20
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However, if it was clear the bottle was new (either from appearance or the scene being on a 
different day/setting), we counted it separately. 

An item was only counted if a character was seen explicitly interacting with it on screen. For 
example, if a character was eating at a restaurant and had utensils (either plastic or reusable) at 
the table, we considered them to be interacting with these items, and coded each utensil 
individually. However, we did not code for stacks of plates or cups in the background of a 
restaurant, because these were not interacted with.  

However, we paid special attention to the background of scenes in which there were numerous 
single-use plastic items depicted. For instance, if a character was shown in a grocery store with 
hundreds of individually packaged plastic food items in the background, this would be coded as a 
“mass plastic event,” defined as more than 10 single-use plastic items in a given scene. However, 
any items that a character added to their grocery cart (interacted with) would be coded as 
individual items. Similarly, for a scene in which a character opened a well-stocked fridge, the 
fridge would be coded as a “mass plastic event,” while any single-use or reusable items a 
character touched or verbally acknowledged would be counted individually. 

 

AN EXAMPLE OF A SCENE CODED AS A “MASS PLASTIC EVENT.”  

Items shown in “previously on” or title sequences were not counted, nor were individual pieces of 
paper, paper towels, tissues, or paper napkins. We also excluded reusable items broken in a rage 
room scene, supernatural or science fiction-related items, and plastic glitter makeup worn by 
characters. 

Finally, in addition to visual coding, we noted any dialogue related to the single-use or reusable 
items, as well as any discussion of plastic pollution or reusables in general.  
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Twenty percent of episodes were double-coded for interrater reliability. For the full codebook of 
single-use and reusable items, as well as the interrater reliability associated with each item, see 
Appendix C.  

Appendix B: Sample of Shows and Episodes 

Show Network Genre Season Episode Episode Title Airdate

Broadcast Shows

The Good 

Doctor
ABC Drama 3 1 Disaster 9/23/19

The Good 

Doctor
ABC Drama 3 16 Autopsy 2/24/20

The Conners ABC Comedy 2 2 A Kiss Is Just A Kiss 10/1/19

The Conners ABC Comedy 2 16 Tats and Tias 3/24/20

Grey's Anatomy ABC Drama 16 1 Nothing Left To Cling To 9/26/19

Grey's Anatomy ABC Drama 16 13 Save the Last Dance for Me 2/13/20

Modern Family ABC Comedy 11 4 Pool Party 10/16/19

Modern Family ABC Comedy 11 15 Baby Steps 3/18/20

Chicago Fire NBC Drama 8 8 Seeing Is Believing 11/13/19

Chicago Fire NBC Drama 8 18 I'll Cover You 3/25/20

Will & Grace NBC Comedy 11 14 The Favourite 3/12/20

Will & Grace NBC Comedy 11 15 Broadway Boundaries 3/19/20

This Is Us NBC Drama 4 1 Strangers 9/24/19

This Is Us NBC Drama 4 18 Strangers: Part Two 3/24/20

Superstore NBC Comedy 5 1 Cloud 9.0 9/26/19

Superstore NBC Comedy 5 4 Mall Closing 10/17/19

911 FOX Drama 3 5 Rage 10/21/19

911 FOX Drama 3 16 The One That Got Away 4/27/20

Last Man 

Standing
FOX Comedy 8 4

You've Got Male (Or 

Female)
1/9/20

Last Man 

Standing
FOX Comedy 8 21

How You Like Them 

Pancakes?
4/30/20
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9-1-1: Lone Star FOX Drama 1 1 Pilot 1/19/20

9-1-1: Lone Star FOX Drama 1 10 Austin, We Have A Problem 3/9/20

The Simpsons FOX Comedy 31 3 The Fat Blue Line 10/13/19

The Simpsons FOX Comedy 31 15 Screenless 3/8/20

NCIS CBS Drama 17 12 Flight Plan 1/14/20

NCIS CBS Drama 17 20 The Arizona 4/14/20

Mom CBS Comedy 7 11
One Tiny Incision and A 

Coffin Dress
1/9/20

Mom CBS Comedy 7 18
A Judgy Face and Your 

Grandma's Drawers
3/12/20

FBI CBS Drama 2 5 Crossroads 10/22/19

FBI CBS Drama 2 18 American Dreams 3/24/20

The 

Neighborhood
CBS Comedy 2 1 Welcome to the Re-Rack 9/23/19

The 

Neighborhood
CBS Comedy 2 17

Welcome to the 

Commercial
3/9/20

The CW

The Flash CW Drama 6 3 Dead Man Running 10/22/19

The Flash CW Drama 6 12 A Girl Named Sue 2/18/20

Supernatural CW Drama 15 5 Proverbs 17:3 11/14/19

Supernatural CW Drama 15 10 The Heroes' Journey 1/23/20

Basic Cable

Mayans MC FX Drama 2 1 Xbalanque 9/3/19

Mayans MC FX Drama 2 9 Itzam-Ye 10/29/19

It's Always 

Sunny in 

Philadelphia

FX Comedy 14 1 The Gang Gets Romantic 9/25/19

It's Always 

Sunny in 

Philadelphia

FX Comedy 14 7
The Gang Solves Global 

Warming
11/6/19

Premium Cable

Succession HBO Drama 2 1 The Summer Palace 8/11/19

Succession HBO Drama 2 6 Argestes 9/15/19
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Insecure HBO Comedy 4 6 Lowkey Done 5/17/20

Insecure HBO Comedy 4 9 Lowkey Trying 6/11/20

Homeland Showtime Drama 8 1 Deception Indicated 2/9/20

Homeland Showtime Drama 8 9 In Full Flight 4/5/20

Shameless Showtime Comedy 10 3 Which America? 11/24/19

Shameless Showtime Comedy 10 11
Location, Location, 

Location
1/19/20

Streaming Shows

You Netflix Drama 2 2 Just The Tip 12/26/19

You Netflix Drama 2 10 Love Actually 12/26/19

Never Have I 

Ever
Netflix Comedy 1 1 Pilot 4/27/20

Never Have I 

Ever
Netflix Comedy 1 3

Gotten Drunk With The 

Popular Kids
4/27/20

Little Fires 

Everywhere
Hulu Drama 1 4 The Spider Web 3/25/20

Little Fires 

Everywhere
Hulu Drama 1 8 Find A Why 4/22/20

Ramy Hulu Comedy 2 1 Bay'ah 5/29/20

Ramy Hulu Comedy 2 9 Uncle Naseem 5/29/20

Bosch 
Amazon 

Prime
Drama 6 2 Good People On Both Sides 4/17/20

Bosch
Amazon 

Prime
Drama 6 10 Some Measure Of Justice 4/17/20

Modern Love
Amazon 

Prime
Comedy 1 3

Take Me As I Am, Whoever 

I Am
10/18/19

Modern Love
Amazon 

Prime
Comedy 1 6 So He Looked Like Dad 10/18/19

Spanish Language Shows

El final del 

paraíso
Telemundo Drama 1 59 El Sacrificio 11/4/19

El final del 

paraíso
Telemundo Drama 1 67 Los Hijos Narcos 11/14/19
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Appendix C: Codebook and Interrater Reliability  
Interrater reliability (Krippendorf’s Alpha) values are shown in the tables below. An Alpha value 
above .80 is considered acceptable. There were no variables with poor (less than .40) reliability. 
Variables with borderline reliability (.41-.80) are highlighted in yellow. Items with borderline 
reliability were either not reported on or were re-examined on an individual basis to verify the 
accuracy of what was reported. 

0.00-0.39: poor agreement 

0.40-0.79: borderline agreement  

0.80-1.00: acceptable agreement 

Como Tu No 

Hay 2
Univision Comedy 1 1

Toño usurpa la vida de 

Ricardo
2/24/20

Como Tu No 

Hay 2
Univision Comedy 1 43 Aquí la única tonta fui yo 4/22/20

Variable Alpha

Single-Use Items

Balloon 0.92

Cigarette butt 1.00

Coffee cup 0.87

Diaper 1.00

Drink lid 0.96

Individually wrapped snacks or candy 1.00

Medical single-use plastic 0.87

Packaging plastic 0.69

Plastic bag 0.59

Plastic bottle non-water 0.93

Plastic cup 0.93

Plastic cutlery 0.41

Plastic food packaging 0.92
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Plastic garbage bag 1.00

Plastic plate 1.00

Plastic straw 0.89

Plastic styrofoam take out container 1.00

Plastic water bottle 1.00

Plastic wrap 0.94

Personal protective equipment (PPE) 0.98

Ziploc bag 0.78

Other single-use plastic 0.82

Single-use non-plastic 0.97

Single-use items total 0.97

Reusable Items

Dine in ceramic mug 0.76

Drinking glass 0.95

Glass jar 0.99

Lunch box 0.89

Real and Reusable cutlery 0.94

Real and Reusable plate and bowl 0.88

Reusable items total 0.95

Reusable lunch bag 0.54

Reusable Other 0.66

Tumbler 0.74

Tupperware 0.81

Other Variables 

Discarded 0.90

Mass plastic event 0.97
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