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• Plastic recycling and reuse not only rely on 

technological solutions and policy change. 

Communication matters as well.

Social Media and Plastic Waste 
Communication

• Social media, such as Instagram, can relay 

plastic waste as concise, concrete, and visual 

messages to broad audiences.

• Campaigns need evidence about what content 

and cues work for different audiences. 



Study Overview

• Message Frames: Environment or Health Impact

• Individual Differences: Psychological Distance, Political Ideology

• Message Cues: Accuracy or Social Image

• Sample: US national sample (N = 1,015)

• Stimuli: Instagram-style posts about plastic waste

• Sample: New York State sample (N = 1,000)



Message Frame: Environment or 

Health
Stimuli

Environmental impact:

Plastic waste as a threat to 

ecosystems and waterways

Health impact:

Plastic waste as a possible threat 

to human health



Message Frame: Environment or 

Health
Finding: 

Messaging about the environmental 

impacts of  plastic waste is more 

effective in eliciting emotional 

reactions from the audience and 

subsequently increase their intention 

to recycle and reuse, as compared to 

messaging about the health impacts of  

plastic waste. 

Implication: 

• To promote recycle/reuse, environmental 

impact may be the stronger entry point.

• Communication campaigns should 

foreground visible and concrete images 

that illustrate environmental harms of  

plastic waste. 



Message Cues: Accuracy or Social Image 

• Accuracy Motivation: Desire to maintain accurate position

• Social Image (Impression Motivation): Desire to have a favorable social 
image

Message cues Motivation Processing Behavior

• Accuracy Cues: encourage audiences to focus on facts and maintain accurate 
attitude

• Impression Cues: encourages audiences to think about how their choices and 
behaviors appeal to others.



Message Cues: Accuracy or Social Image 

Findings: 

Making people want to know accurate facts is more effective than making people want to act in 

socially popular ways.

Implication: 

Communication campaign should consider knowledge gap moments, arousing consumers’ 

curiosity about recycle and reuse rules.



Do all audiences perceive plastic waste the same way?

Political ideology may shape how psychological distance is connected to 

perception and pro-environmental behaviors.

Temporal Distance

Spatial Distance
Hypothetical Distance

Psychological Distance and Political Ideology

Social Distance



Implication: 

• Highlight immediate, local, and tangible

impacts of  plastic waste on New York 

State residents 

• Tailor communication messaging based 

on the target audience’s political ideology.

Psychological Distance and Political Ideology

Findings: 

• Affecting people who are different in a 

distant future? Lower risk perception and 

weaker intention to recycle and reuse. 

• Conservatives: more sensitive to 

“psychological distance.”



Summary of Takeaways

1

2

3

Use accuracy cues
Invite people to pause and read facts 
carefully.

Lead with environmental 
impactShow concrete and visible 
consequences.

4

Highlight immediate, local, and tangible 
consequencesPlastic waste are harming our neighborhood, parks, rivers, and 
community 
Tailor communication 
messagingBased on the target audience’s individual 
attributes
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