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Woolworths&rsquo;  and Coles&rsquo;  bans on plastic bags have been applauded by
environmental groups
, but were 
reportedly met
with abuse and assault and claims of profiteering. Even comedians saw value in the 
theatre of the bag ban
.    

This reaction is due to supermarkets breaching their “ psychological contract ” with customers.
When both major supermarkets 
appeared to back flip in the face of irate customers
it only compounded the problem". 

Unlike written legal contracts, psychological contracts are  a set of “unwritten rules” or
“expectations” exchanged between the parties in a transaction. This can be between an
employee and employer, or a customer and a retailer. 

These understandings are often tacit or implicit. They tend to be invisible, assumed, unspoken,
informal or at best only partially vocalised.

The pre-ban psychological contract between supermarket and shopper was something like “I’ll
shop with you and, in exchange, you’ll pack my purchases into a free plastic bag.”

There was an implicit financial exchange between parties. Shoppers spent money on groceries
and the supermarket paid for providing a plastic bag.

With the bag ban the psychological contract changed: “I’ll shop with you and give up a plastic
bag, you’ll also give up plastic in the store in other areas, and the environment will benefit.” 

Supermarkets justified phasing out lightweight plastic bags with the idea of a corporate social
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https://www.woolworths.com.au/shop/discover/reusable-bags
https://www.coles.com.au/corporate-responsibility/sustainability/environment/bags
https://www.floraandfauna.com.au/blog/our-blog/behind-the-ban-on-plastic-bags/
https://www.floraandfauna.com.au/blog/our-blog/behind-the-ban-on-plastic-bags/
https://au.news.yahoo.com/woolworths-worker-attacked-customers-anger-plastic-bag-ban-055334153.html
https://www.facebook.com/BBCScotland/videos/2206560876040332/
https://www.alchemyformanagers.co.uk/topics/6ixdhhPwDvZFjsZc.html
https://www.smh.com.au/business/consumer-affairs/bringing-reusable-bags-has-been-a-challenge-woolworths-backflip-on-plastic-bags-20180629-p4zogb.html
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S000768131600029X
https://www.coles.com.au/corporate-responsibility/sustainability/environment/bags
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responsibility strategy
. Customers might have been glad to forgo single-use plastic bans to support a greener future,
but this is where the problem occurred. 

Shoppers began to realise that supermarkets were saving money (by no longer giving away
bags for nothing), while they themselves incurred a cost (paying 15 cents or more, depending
on the type of re-usable bag). 

The supermarkets had not kept up their end of the psychological contract by reducing the use of
plastic in the store, particularly in packaging.  The social media comments largely reflect this . 

When there is a psychological contract breach, people can engage in revenge and retaliation .  

This can range from mild, such as venting on social media , to acts of sabotage like altering
floor stock and stealing shopping baskets
.  

Compounding factors

A couple of other factors have compounded the perceived breach of contract.

Unlike smaller states and territories  (South Australia, Tasmania, Northern Territory and the
ACT) where state legislation has banned single-use plastic bags by all retailers, this was a
retailer-imposed national ban. 

Shoppers in these smaller states quickly became accustomed  to not having free bags, as
these were not available anywhere. 

By simply backflipping  soon after implementing the policy, the supermarkets also prompted
shoppers to question their intentions and integrity. 
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https://www.coles.com.au/corporate-responsibility/sustainability/environment/bags
https://www.news.com.au/finance/business/retail/coles-customer-vents-over-how-staff-packed-her-reusable-bag/news-story/987556bc2c28a2f4cee5559104c07d95
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11747-007-0054-0
https://www.news.com.au/finance/business/retail/coles-customer-vents-over-how-staff-packed-her-reusable-bag/news-story/987556bc2c28a2f4cee5559104c07d95
https://www.news.com.au/finance/business/retail/my-free-reusable-bag-coles-customer-steals-shopping-basket-to-protest-plastic-bag-ban/news-story/fb8845952eb7ce70e04c0cc81d0c7614
https://www.news.com.au/finance/business/retail/my-free-reusable-bag-coles-customer-steals-shopping-basket-to-protest-plastic-bag-ban/news-story/fb8845952eb7ce70e04c0cc81d0c7614
http://www.wastenet.net.au/Profiles/wastenet/Assets/ClientData/FINAL_Discussion_Paper_on_Plastic_Bags_August_2016.pdf
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-07-07/plastic-bag-free-nsw-town-says-stop-dragging-chain/9937968
https://www.heraldsun.com.au/business/companies/woolworths-backflips-on-plastic-bag-ban-after-customer-complaints/news-story/9a9c925109f21933d0a432b6505aadce
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While shoppers may have at first accepted the rationale for the ban, extended free bag periods
sent the message that the supermarkets are not that serious about banning plastic bags for
environmental reasons. 

       Read more:       Getting rid of plastic bags: a windfall for supermarkets but it won't
do much for the environment

While only Woolworths has said  it will channel “some” of the profits from selling bags into a
youth environmental scheme, customers also rightly question the cost savings and revenues
generated. 

Removing a single-use plastic bag is a positive first step, but it is only the beginning. Customers
still walk in to supermarkets today and see many varieties of food wrapped in plastic , and they
themselves place loose fruit and vegetables into plastic bags. 

As a result of media coverage, customers are now more aware and sensitive of plastics
throughout dry grocery departments. They see more and more unnecessary plastic packaging,
like dry pasta in a box with a clear plastic window.

Fixing the plastic bag ban

There is certainly enough evidence  that removing single-use bags leads to positive
environmental outcomes. But a national, uniform approach is needed, supported by consumer
awareness and education programs.

While many state and territory governments have legislated plastic bag bans, others have held
out. The Victorian government last year announced plans to ban single-use plastic bags , but
despite 
widespread consumer support
, it is 
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https://www.news.com.au/finance/business/retail/our-customers-are-telling-us-they-need-more-time-coles-extends-free-reusable-plastic-bag-offer/news-story/e894698e4038d6e8e9a7b96553991f8f
http://theconversation.com/getting-rid-of-plastic-bags-a-windfall-for-supermarkets-but-it-wont-do-much-for-the-environment-81083
http://theconversation.com/getting-rid-of-plastic-bags-a-windfall-for-supermarkets-but-it-wont-do-much-for-the-environment-81083
https://www.msn.com/en-au/money/personalfinance/so-where-does-all-the-money-go-coles-and-woolworths-claim-they-wont-make-money-from-the-plastic-bag-ban-despite-costing-families-dollar70-a-year/ar-AAyZxSz
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-05-06/plastic-recycling-supermarket-plastic-bags/9723780
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/09644010902823717
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-10-18/victoria-to-ban-single-use-plastic-bags/9060778
http://plasticbagfreevictoria.org/
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yet to come into effect
. 

Supermarkets need to be open about the financial aspects of plastic bags, both costs and
revenues.

Consumers may understand the procurement and logistics costs of the replacement plastic bag
options will be higher – because the bags are thicker and heavier, and it takes extra time to
pack different-sized bag options. 

       Read more:       How to break up with plastics (using behavioural science)

The distribution of net profits (not gross profits) from the sale of all re-usable bag options should
be channelled into sustainability programs, research grants and education schemes . Programs
need to be benchmarked, measured and publicly announced. 

Shoppers will be more accepting of change if they can comprehend how their small sacrifice
(say 15 cents) is helping the environment.   

Shoppers also have an important role to play in the scheme of things. While it will take some
time to break old habits, responsibility rests with shoppers to remember to bring a bag. If they
forget, they simply need to buy another one.   

Ultimately, the psychological contract needs to once again be aligned and in balance. To do this
governments, retailers and consumers need to work together to solve this important
environmental issue.
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https://www.nra.net.au/nra-continues-to-assist-retailers-with-bag-bans-across-australia/
http://theconversation.com/how-to-break-up-with-plastics-using-behavioural-science-99741
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/oct/05/supermarkets-plastic-bag-proceeds-dementia-fund-ucl
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Read more http://theconversation.com/why-plastic-bag-bans-triggered-such-a-huge-reaction-9
9935
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http://theconversation.com/why-plastic-bag-bans-triggered-such-a-huge-reaction-99935
http://theconversation.com/why-plastic-bag-bans-triggered-such-a-huge-reaction-99935

