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Abstract

Change in plastic usage is essential to mitigate plastic pollution. Although adolescents can significantly
contribute, their plastic-related behaviour as hotel guests remains underexplored. This study seeks to gain a deeper
understanding of their reuse behaviour.

Enablers and barriers of reuse behaviour are probed via the COM-B theory in five focus groups with nineteen
adolescents (13 - 16 years) from two Dutch Schools.

A thematic analysis of the data was used to investigate their knowledge about plastic pollution, their norms
and reasons for plastic usage in a hotel context.

Adolescents have a broad knowledge about pollution and acknowledge reusage as a solution to which they
should contribute. Although adolescents consider reusables normal, during hotel stays there were barriers: the
infrastructure, unawareness of reuse options and the extra hassle.

Findings suggest that hospitality managers can mitigate plastic pollution by lifting infrastructural barriers and
involving their young hotel guests to promote reuse behaviour.
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Introduction

Plastic pollution is a global problem inherently linked to individuals’ behaviour (Pahl et al., 2017). Shifting
from single use plastics to a reusable alternative reduces waste significantly and is an important step in tackling
plastic pollution (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2019). Choosing reusable alternatives qualifies as Pro
Environmental Behaviour (PEB) — “behaviour that consciously seeks to minimize the negative impact of one’s
actions on the natural and built world” (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002, p. 240). Being a large consumer of (single
use) plastic, the hotel sector should take responsibility for encouraging PEB of staff and guests (WT&TC, 2021).

Considering guests, adolescents form an interesting group for several reasons. Firstly, adolescent behaviour
impacts both the present and the future. Secondly, there is no consensus in the literature about how strongly and
consistently adolescents show PEB in general and in hospitality settings in particular (Balundé, Perlaviciute, et al.,
2020). This point is important, because behaviour differs depending on the context (Georgescu & Herman, 2020).
Hospitality is perceived as a hedonic context where pleasure takes precedence over environmental concerns,
provoking special holiday habits (Maclnnes et al., 2022). Moreover, hotel guests must adapt to the infrastructure
provided, which can lower PEB (Dolnicar, 2020). Finally, knowledge to date about PEB of young hotel guests
remains limited, specifically concerning plastic use.



When studying behaviour with the intention to enhance PEB, it is essential to focus on a specific target
behaviour (Steg & Vlek, 2009). After consultation with the involved hotel, this study focuses on reusable bottles
and lunch boxes. The aim of this qualitative study is exploring enablers and barriers to the use of reusable bottles
and lunch boxes by adolescent hotel guests, thereby providing a foundation for subsequent intervention research.
The final purpose is to motivate adolescents’ and hotel owners’ contribution to plastic pollution mitigation.

Literature

This section addresses the areas of study that should be integrated to assess the enablers and barriers of
adolescents' reuse behaviour in a hotel context. For a better understanding of how this behaviour is influenced
three main topics are discussed here: theories of PEB, adolescents’ PEB and the influence of a hospitality setting.

COM-B theory

Factors that drive adolescents’ PEB are studied through the lens of diverse theories, like the Theory of Planned
Behaviour (Ajzen, 1991) and the Value-Identity-Personal Norm model (Van Der Werff & Steg, 2016). Yet, the
most encompassing theory is COM-B (Willmott et al., 2021).

The COM-B theory involves three essential conditions - Capability, Opportunity, and Motivation - which
interact to generate behaviour (Michie et al., 2011). Capability refers to a person's mental and physical ability to
participate in the specified activity and includes having the necessary knowledge and skills. Opportunity includes
all external factors that enable or encourage a specific behaviour. Motivation encompasses all mental processes
that stimulate and guide behaviour. It goes beyond goals and conscious choices and includes habits, emotions and
analytical decision-making.

Capability, Motivation and, alone or in combination, Opportunity influence and are influenced by Behaviour
and the other way around: Behaviour can positively or negatively influence the three components. Both Capability
and Opportunity can act as an enabler or barrier for Motivation. An advantage of COM-B above other theoretical
approaches is that it is linked to interventions in the Behaviour Change Wheel (Michie et al., 2011). We use COM-
B as theory to summarize the literature on the main drivers of adolescent PEB and categorize them as a barrier or
enabler for a better understanding of plastic avoiding behaviour.

Capabilities

There is increasing consensus that psychological capability, and more specifically awareness and understanding
of plastic pollution, drives PEB. Awareness and understanding of the causes and consequences of marine litter are
an enabler of self-reported general litter reducing behaviours (Hung et al., 2023; Severin et al., 2023) and of
reduced bottled water purchasing (Jovarauskaité et al., 2020). Educational interventions influence this awareness
and understanding. Experimental learning or actively participating in research, beach clean activities or video
making projects enable the behaviour directly (Canosa et al., 2021; Hartley et al., 2015, 2018). Only one study
measured a Physical Capability and concluded that access to a water tap does not reduce bottled water purchasing
(Jovarauskaité et al., 2020).

Opportunities

Social norms refer to common behaviour or approval by the reference group (Cialdini & Trost, 1998) and falls
under Opportunity. Several studies (Evans et al., 2018; Gong et al., 2022; Jia & Yu, 2021) confirm a direct positive
relationship between parents” and children's overall PEBs and for plastic avoidance specifically (Zukauskiené et
al., 2021). Reducing bottled water purchasing of adolescence, is enabled by norms of closed ones (Balundé,
Jovarauskaité, et al., 2020). (Collado et al., 2019) concluded that adolescents seem to be accurate in the perception
of their close ones’ environmental actions and that parents and peers influence adolescents plastic avoiding
behaviour directly or indirectly, via personal norms. No studies about the relationship between physical
opportunities, e.g. the convenience of the behaviour, the profit of the behaviour or the accessibility to the behaviour
and adolescents’ PEB were found.

Motivations



Drinking tap water instead of bottled water is enabled by biospheric values, environmental self-identity and
personal norms (Balundé, Perlaviciute, et al., 2020). For general self-reported PEB, enablers are adolescents’
personal norms (Collado et al., 2019), perceived behaviour control, attitudes and intentions (De Leeuw et al., 2015),
and emotional intelligence (Robinson et al., 2019). Beside these Reflective Motivations, Automatic Motivation is
studied by (Jovarauskaité et al., 2020) and (Balundé, Perlaviciute, et al., 2020) indicating that habit is the strongest
direct barrier for drinking tap water instead of purchasing bottled water in comparison to normative factors,
awareness of consequences and situational factors.

Adolescents’ PEB

For PEB age plays a role (Bhattarai et al., 2024). The adolescent development stage may influence the
engagement in pro-environmental behaviour and scholars have mentioned an “adolescence dip for PEB”
(Anderson & Krettenauer, 2021). The longitudinal study of (Krettenauer et al., 2024) disputed this dip existence
and concluded that self-reported PEB increases from the early teenage years and levels off from the later teenage
years. (Oturai et al., 2022) note a difference for picking up litter during a mass experiment where the younger age
group (7-12 years) reported a decrease, while the older age group (13-16 years) held a consistently high
engagement prior and after the intervention.

Hotel context

PEB varies across different settings (Dolnicar & Griin, 2009). For example, tourist report buying more single-
use water bottles at their tourist destination than at home (Bilynets & Knezevic Cvelbar, 2022). The hotel context
can act as a barrier for the Opportuniy and Motivation because guests must adapt to the infrastructure provided,
which can make PEB more cumbersome (Dolnicar, 2020) and limit the capability to follow homely pro-
environmental habits (Maclnnes et al., 2022). The Goal Framing Theory (Lindenberg & Steg, 2007) postulates
that different contexts frame different goals (hedonic, gain or normative goals) leading to different behaviour.
Hospitality is perceived as a hedonic context where hedonic goals, like having fun, can crowd out normative goals,
like PEB (Dolnicar, 2020). Considering the above and the high use of single use plastic in hotels, it is surprising
that no studies to date have addressed adolescent PEB in hotel settings.

Conclusions literature
Main conclusions from the literature concerning factors influencing adolescents' plastic reuse behaviour are:
o There is a lack of studies concerning adolescents’ PEB in a hotel context

e  Most studies rely on self-reported behaviour; there is a lack of experimental studies

o A few studies focus on plastic use; PEB is often studied in general

e  Most studies focus on enablers of PEB; barriers are understudied

e There is a consensus on the influence on adolescents’ PEB by parents and peers
Method

To explore the enablers and barriers for plastic reuse of adolescents in a hospitality context, a qualitative
approach using focus groups was chosen. Focus groups are particularly useful to study the perspectives of children
(Carey & Asbury, 2012) because they evoke a reduction in power imbalance between the facilitator and the
participants. Moreover, sharing the responsibility of answering a question lowers anxiety, particularly among
participants who may feel less knowledgeable (Carey & Asbury, 2012).

Participants

Adolescents aged 13—16 years formed the sample. Participants were recruited from a VMBO (n=11) and a
VWO school (n=28) in The Netherlands. These schools were selected because of different characteristics (age
group, education level, visiting the hotel). Participants were selected on a volunteer basis (convenience sampling).
Focus groups were held until saturation was reached (Carey & Asbury, 2012). Ethical approval was obtained (NHL
Stenden document number 20240515). Participants and their parents signed a consensus form.



Procedure

Following common practice in adolescent research and insights from the pilot phase, focus group size was
limited to four (Carey & Asbury, 2012).

Focus groups were conducted in September 2024 in the hotel lounge. The hotel is situated on an island in the
Wadden Sea, a World Heritage Area. One researcher facilitated all focus groups. Questions were developed by one
author based on the COM-B theory and the themes from the previous literature, reviewed by the second author,
and validated with the hotel. After a pilot, questions were slightly adjusted. The final set contained both open and
closed questions, probed participants knowledge of plastic pollution, norms around plastic use and other types of
PEB, ascription of responsibility and enablers and barriers on reuse behaviour. Guidelines will be shared upon
request.

The focus groups lasted between 20-40 minutes, were audio recorded, transcribed verbatim and analysed
thematically and iteratively by two researchers separately. In case of disagreement, the researchers conferred until
consensus was reached.

Results and discussion
The themes emerging from the data are reported and discussed following the COM-B framework. Deviant
behaviour in a different context compared to daily life emerged as an extra theme.

Capabilities

Capabilities themes that emerged from the data are: knowledge about plastic pollution, consequences of their
behaviour, reasons for selecting a drink and influence of logistics on using their own bottle and box.

Participants defined (sea) plastic pollution properly. For example, “It's just an accumulation of plastic that
doesn't really break down. And so it stays there. But the environment or the animals suffer from it”.

They mention several causes: unproper disposal behaviour, purposefully dumped, freight lost by ships. One
participant mentioned microplastics as effect of plastic pollution, while most participants shared that animals get
entangled in the plastic, digesting it and dying. Participants mentioned several mitigation strategies, including
cleaning the ocean from litter by using big nets, enough waste bins and proper disposal, fining littering activities,
recycling of waste and the use of alternative materials instead of plastic. Our finding about perceiving plastic
pollution as a problem and recognising some of the causes, impacts and solutions, aligns with the studies of
(Canosa et al., 2021; Hartley et al., 2015; Hung et al., 2023; Severin et al., 2023).

Participants have watched movies and read texts about the plastic soup for school assignments and one
respondent had joined a workshop dedicated to this problem. This finding confirms the role of education as an
enabler of awareness (Hartley et al., 2018; Hung et al., 2023).

Respondents understood correctly how the use of a reusable bottle and lunchbox mitigates plastic
pollution: ”That you don't use plastic bottles and they also don't get thrown away and therefore get into the sea
and cause pollution. You only have to buy one anyway, so then you also don't have all the extra things that
contribute during delivery and sale.” Many respondents brought their own bottle and lunchbox on the school trip,
because it was stated on the packaging list that they should bring their own lunch for the first day. The possibility
of using these for the lunch provided by the hotel was unknown, so they used the offered paper backs and drink
cartons. This finding underlies the role of proper communication and the importance of the context to PEB
(Dolnicar, 2020; Jovarauskaité et al., 2020).

Several barriers shared to the use of the own bottle and box resort under physical capabilities. Most shared was
the limited capacity of the own bottle and the fear of not being able to refill it while on the island, thus not having
enough to drink. The effort connected to using the own bottle and box is also a barrier, including the luggage space
it takes. Notably, participants shared that when going to school a reusable box and bottle is used thus confirming
that context and infrastructure matters (Dolnicar & Griin, 2009).

Opportunities
Discussed opportunities for the use of one’s own bottle and box were norms of parents, family, peers and
teachers (social norms). All respondents report clearly that they follow family norms of proper waste disposal and



environmental cleanliness. The direct influence of parents' norms on children’s PEB aligns with (Collado et al.,
2019; Jia & Yu, 2021). The role of teachers, though, is under researched. Norms about the use of a reusable bottle
and lunchbox from parents, peers or teachers, were unclear to some. While most participants referred to their
family when discussing PEB, some students strongly claimed that they have or are developing their own norms.
This chimes in with literature pointing at the transition phase in which adolescents find themselves, and the
development of an own identity (Diem-Wille & Mcquade, 2020).

Motivations

Awareness and beliefs about the negative consequences of plastic pollution, the responsibility for mitigation,
and students’ personal norms and habits were discussed motivations for PEB.

While participants state that all actors in the chain like governments and business should act to abate plastic
pollution, they also recognise their own role. However, this ascription of responsibility is not always translated to
the selection of a drink. This extends (Balundé, Jovarauskaité, et al., 2020), who found also no relation between
using unpackaged products and awareness of consequences. Taste, health considerations and especially low cost
are (self-enhancement) reasons for selecting a drink.

Personal norms guided various PEB (energy saving, reuse behaviour, sustainable purchasing), although mostly
driven by economic reasons. This aligns with previous findings (Collado et al., 2017; Jovarauskaité et al., 2020).

Respondents take their lunch as usual, without giving it much thought. They take it in reusables or single use
packages, meaning that this habit can be a barrier as well as an enabler for reuse behaviour. This extends (Balundé,
Jovarauskaiteé, et al., 2020) findings of habit strong predictors for waste prevention behaviours.

Emerging theme

In line with (Dolnicar & Griin, 2009), due to the unfamiliar context of the hotel, the preparation of the lunch
differed from respondents’ daily routine leading to the use of single use packaging instead of the own box and
bottle.

Respondents, however, indicate that using their own box and bottle at the hotel is an acceptable option.
Respondents suggest communicating clearly about bringing and using own containers while stopping the offer of
single-use options. This is surprising in light of the reported hassle of bringing own gear and conflicts with the
focus on self-enhancement in the hedonic context of a hotel (Dolnicar, 2020).

Conclusions

Adolescents are aware of plastic pollution and see their own responsibility in mitigating it, also in a hotel
setting. They point out logistics and other practical barriers for reuse behaviour.

These insights offers hotels starting points for the design of interventions that reinforce the enablers and lower
the barriers for reuse behaviour of young hotel guests.

The findings from the focus groups may not be representative for the broader adolescent population because of
selection bias , limiting the applicability of results. Further qualitative and quantitative research is needed to build
on these results.
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