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Design For Government is a pilot course held under 
Aalto University Creative Sustainability master’s 
programme focusing on governmental and public sector 
innovation with an emphasis on systems thinking and 
human-centered design. 

Improving standards of living all over the world lead 
to constantly growing consumption and rising amount 
of waste, which partly ends up in the environment and 
washes up into oceans polluting and damaging marine 
life. Plastic waste was recently recognized as a major cause 
of death among different species. This creates a hazardous 
cycle in the ecosystem that is a threat also to human 
health, as we are part of the food chain. 

In 2014 The European Parliament approved a proposal 
for reduction of use of plastic lightweight carrier bags 
with thickness below 50 micron with 50 % by 2017 and 
80 % by the year 2019. 

The perspective given to our team was Retail experience. 
Based on the research, we needed to develop practical 
solutions by considering either incentives and regulations 
for retailers to help people to reduce the excess use of 
plastic bags or come up with other less environmentally 
taxing alternatives.

We decided to focus on the grocery retail sector and to 
narrow down the issue to small thin plastic bag for fruits 
and vegetables. Through our research we found out that 
small thin plastic bags are distributed by larger retailers 
free of charge and often consumed without consideration 
in large amounts. 

Being a single-use product,  small thin plastic bags are 
perceived by consumers as a trash object with no value. In 
addition to this in Finland small thin plastic bags are also 
offered by cashiers for other purposes. All these facts lead 
to unnecessary overuse of  small thin plastic bags, which 
we identified as the issue we would focus on.

Based on our analysis we made the conclusion that the 
causes of the overuse of small thin plastic bags lie in a 
cycle of offer and demand. Retailers provide bags as the 
default option which leads to the formation of norms 
in store. These norms, in return, are constantly creating 
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demand. We identified that to affect this cycle we need to 
raise more awareness on the issue of the overuse of small 
thin plastic bags and its impact on the environment. We 
also need to redefine what is the ‘normal’ behavior in the 
supermarket and promote alternative options that are 
environmentally friendly but also practical for consumers 
to use.

Through methods of Human-centered design research, 
which included observations, personal interviews and 
testing, we reached our proposal for the Ministry: a 
plan of gradual reduction of small thin plastic bags use 
over the course of three years, using a mix of different 
measures and policies. Retailers in this plan would be one 
of the main actors. 
 
In order to support our plan we prepared deliverables aimed 
at different audiences. We realized a video illustrating the 
plan from the point of view of the consumer and prepared 
a leaflet aimed at retailers. We wanted to highlight the 
importance of the issue of reducing small thin plastic 
bag use, as well as the fact that consumers are ready for 
change. One of the most important aims of the leaflet is 
to show the benefits retailers can get if they collaborate on 
the reduction plan.  

After defining the plan, we widened our point of view 
to identify possible consequences. As with all complex 
systems, solving one problem might lead to the 
appearance of another. But we think that this should be 
seen not as a problem but as an opportunity to improve 
existing system. 
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Marine plastic pollution

Improving standards of living all over the world lead to 
constantly growing consumption and rising amount of 
waste, which partly ends up in the environment and washes 
up into oceans polluting and damaging marine life. 

The most problematic type of waste in oceans is plastic. 
The same properties that have made plastic commercially 
successful, the ability to be produced in a variety of shapes 
and thickness, as well as the resistance to degradation, are also 
contributing to its proliferation in the environment. Once 
discarded, plastic waste can last for hundreds of years, mostly 
in fragmented form, and because of this it accumulates in 
our environment. (European Commission 2013a)

Plastic waste is harmful to all animals and it is recognized 
as a major cause of death among different species. It has a 
negative impact especially on marine ecosystem. In addition, 
microscopic plastic debris in the water cannot be removed 
and therefore the toxic chemicals stay in marine fauna. This 
creates a hazardous cycle that is eventually a threat also to 
human health, as we are part of the food chain. 

Issue of plastic bags in EU

“Plastic bags are not the only 
form of plastic pollution, but a 

comparatively easy starting point” 
– Satu Hassi, 2014

There is documented evidence indicating the presence of 
large plastic debris accumulation also in European seas.
This problem does not affect only countries with a marine 
coastline, as a considerable amount of the waste from the land 
reaches the sea also through rivers. (European Commission, 
2013a). 

Over 8 billion plastic carrier bags are littered in the EU 
annually. There are dissimilarities between EU nations 
regarding the issue: excessive plastic bag usage has become 
a major problem in some member states while in others, 
it is less significant. Every EU citizen uses approximately 
198 plastic carrier bags a year, 89% of which are single-use. 
(European Commission, 2013a & 2013b).

EU proposal
In 2014 the European Parliament approved a proposal 
for plastic lightweight carrier bags reduction, aiming at 
decreasing their use with 50 % by 2017 and 80 % by 2019. 
The proposal requires member states to adopt measures to 
reduce the consumption of lightweight plastic carrier bags 
with thickness below 50 microns. These measures may 
include the use of economic instruments such as charges, 
national reduction targets, and marketing restrictions 
(European Commission, 2013b).

Issue in Finland 
In Finland the annual amount of plastic lightweight carrier 
bags used per person is around 77 bags, which is lower in 
comparison to other EU countries. In addition, in Finland 
bags are already charged by retailers in grocery stores and 
often reused at home for several purposes. However, against 
general belief, plastic lightweight carrier bags do present a 
problem also in Finland. Studies show increasing amount of 
plastic waste also on Finnish marine coasts (The MARLIN 
project, 2013).

Introduction

* He-vi bag is an abbreviation of hedelmät ja 
vihannekset - fruits and vegetables in Finnish. 

Focus
Initial brief
The perspective given to our team is Retail experience. Our 
aim was to observe how people use plastic bags in the stores. 
Based on the research, we needed to develop practical 
solutions considering the incentives or regulations for 
retailers to help people reduce the excess use of plastic bags, 
or come up with some other less environmentally taxing 
alternatives.

Our focus
First we decided to focus on the grocery retail sector because 
shopping for food is a daily activity for most households, 
and a great amount of plastic bag consumption takes place 
in supermarkets. 

So far most efforts have been concentrating on the reduction 
of plastic lightweight carrier bags, but we decided to narrow 
our focus area down to small thin plastic bag for fruits and 
vegetables which in this report we call he-vi bag. *

Through our background research and meetings with experts 
such as Finnish plastic bag manufacturers, we found out that 
he-vi bags distributed by larger retailers are not produced in 
Finland but instead imported mainly from Asian countries. 
Because he-vi bags are distributed free of charge, they are 
often consumed without consideration and in large amounts. 
Our calculations show that only in Finland an estimated 580 
millions he-vi bags are consumed yearly. 

Being a single-use product, he-vi bags are perceived by 
consumers as a trash object. In addition for packing fruits 
and vegetables, in Finland he-vi bags are also distributed 
for other purposes. In almost all stores they are offered by 
cashiers as an additional wrapping for frozen products, types 
of clothes such as underwear, or other small items such as 
cosmetics etc.

All these facts lead to unnecessary overuse of he-vi bags, 
which we identified as the issue we would focus on.

Controversial issue
The issue of he-vi bag is also a controversial one. Currently 
there are no official calculations made on the total amount 
of he-vi bags used in Finland. He-vi bags are also excluded 
from most of the Finnish researches and their environmental 
impact is unknown. Only now in Finland, there seems to be 
a debate on whether or not he-vi bags should be included in 
the EU legislation proposal.

However, he-vi bags seem to be a prominent topic of debate 
among Finnish consumers. A Facebook page “Ei laiteta 
pakasteita pieneen pussiin, kiitos” (No small bags for frozens) 
was created by consumer activist Jaakko Blomberg, one of 

the creators of Cleaning Day Event (Siivouspäivä), criticising 
from an environmental point of view the store policy of 
cashiers asking customers whether they want their frozen 
products wrapped in he-vi bags. Within few weeks after its 
establishment more than 10,000 people from different parts 
of Finland had become members of the page.

The intense discussion on the page seems to concentrate not 
only on the debated service but also on the need of he-vi bags 
in general. During the first two weeks the page managed to 
get the attention in leading Finnish print and TV media. 
Because of the increasing pressure, Finnish retailers were 
forced to respond and consider taking actions towards the 
issue.

Drivers
One of the key requirements for the project’s success is 
identification of drivers which support development of 
the concept, by providing a base that is wider and more 
forward-looking than the issue defined.

No single-use products   
promoting sustainable consumption 
For several single-use or disposable products, such as plastic 
bags, there are multi-use and more durable alternatives. 
However, these are not often considered as an option. 
Offering and promoting durable, environmentally friendly 
alternatives induces a change in consumer behaviour and a 
shift in consumption patterns. 

No landfill waste  
efficient reuse of raw materials
The system of landfill waste is a source of several complex 
problems, contributing to plastic marine pollution. Waste 
sorting has to be a widely spread as a default behaviour, thus 
guaranteeing a more efficient reuse of raw materials.

No land taken away from food production 
Bioplastic, the way it is produced today, can not be a 
permanent solution as it is made with edible raw materials 
such as potato, corn, sunflower oil and therefore uses land 
that could be used for food production. Current demand 
for bioplastic is still comparatively small; a growing demand 
might be problematic in the future, compromising the 
already precarious level of food availability worldwide.

This annual plastic tide was at first dismissed as a “natural phenomenon” by Bali;s Govenor, Made Mangku Pastika   

© Jason Childs 
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Purpose
Research has been at the core of the project. As a team, our 
experience in the fields of policy-making and environmental 
issues was limited. We filled in the knowledge gaps we 
had by researching and reading existing material, such 
as legislation proposals, environmental reports and other 
information sources on the issue of plastic bags. One of the 
main purposes of the Design for Government course was 
to experiment by conducting different user-inspired and 
human-centered design methods to provide an additional 
level of understanding to the policy-makers. This is why 
our research didn’t focus on quantitative and scientific data 
collection but, instead, mostly on people and their point of 
view. 

Human-centered
The International Organization for Standardization 
defines well the user-centered design: The design is 
based upon an explicit understanding of users, tasks 
and environments. Users are involved throughout 
design and development. The design is driven and  
refined by user-centered evaluation. The process is iterative. 
The design addresses the whole user experience. The design 
team includes multidisciplinary skills and perspectives.

In our case, we preferred not to utilize the term ‘user’. One 
of the most valuable assets of human-centered approach is 
that all stakeholders are always perceived as people: they are 
considered not only as the ones that play a certain role in 
the system, but as human beings with desires, hopes, fears 
and feelings. These methods were essential in framing the 
issue, helping us identify who were the key stakeholders, and 
understand what were their motives for action.

Research

Human-centered Design 
Glossary

Observation –––– Understanding the behaviour 
of people by observing them in the context, looking 
for significant interactions between people and 
between people and the environment.

Interview –––– By avoiding questions that can 
be answered with ‘yes’ or ‘no’, and using instead a 
loose structure based around open-ended questions, 
Human-centered design interviews manage to get 
insightful data.

Profile –––– A description of a user or set of users 
that derives from recurring features in the data, such 
as quotes, beliefs, demographic information.

Design probes –––– Small packages that can 
include any sort of artifact (like a map, postcard, 
camera or diary) along with evocative tasks, which 
are given to participants to allow them to record 
specific events, feelings or interactions. Their aim is to 
elicit inspirational responses from people, in order to 
understand their culture, thoughts and values better.

Field Research
Understanding consumers
Consumers represent a major and diverse stakeholder group. 
Anyone who goes grocery shopping falls into this category. 
Through research, we wanted to understand first how 
consumers behave and then why. The first round of research 
consisted of observations 10 hours in total in different 
supermarkets in Helsinki and Pori. 

From the observation we concluded that stores offer too 
many plastic bag rolls in fruit and vegetable departments; 
as a result this seems to provoke an inconsiderate overuse 
of he-vi bags. We decided to do a second round of in-store 
research, this time in the form of interviews, to understand 
the behaviour of consumers in depth. We conducted 70 
interviews in S-Market, K-Citymarket, Alepa and LIDL 
stores, in 6 locations around Helsinki, at different times of 
the day. We prepared questions which were purposely open-
ended in order of to gather implicit and nuanced data. 

Consumer activists
Almost contemporary to our project, a particularly aware 
part of consumers found its voice in the Facebook page 
against the store policy of offering he-vi bags for certain 
products by cashiers. We had a meeting with the creator of 
the page Jaakko Blomberg to understand more on the reasons 
behind this page. Blomberg and his partner were frustrated 
and concerned that this question might lead to unnecessary 
overuse of plastic bags, because many people don’t dare 
to say no to cashiers. They contacted retailer’s customer 
service and got a reply saying the company won’t change the 
policy unless the public insists on it. This inspired Jaakko 
to create a public page on Facebook and gather support for 
the cause; today (June 2014) the page counts 10,600 likes. 

Understanding manufacturers
To understand better all stakeholders related to the issue we 
decided to meet the manufacturers of all options available 
on the market. We managed to organise meetings with 
Finnish plastic bag manufacturer A-kassi & dominating 
actor on the bioplastic international market compostable 
bioplastic bag manufacturer BioBag; unfortunately paper 
bag manufacturer ER-Pakkaus didn’t agree on a meeting. 

Most of our questions were related to the issue of he-vi bags. 
From the meetings we may conclude that overall plastic he-
vi bags used by larger retailers are not produced in Finland, 
but imported mostly from Asia. They are made of the type 
of plastic called PE-HD (high-density polyethylene), that 
can not be mixed during the recycling process with the type 
of plastic called PE-LD (low-density polyethylene) used in 
Finland for carrier bags production.

At the moment (2014), the main raw material for 
compostable bioplastic bags is vegetable seed oil (mostly 
sunflower oil produced in Italy). After turning oil into 

bioplastic pallets, these have to be exported to the production 
plants, one of which is located in Thailand. This need for 
long-distance transportation increases the negative impact 
on the environment. The impact is still relatively little 
because of currently low demand for bioplastic; however, in 
case of growing worldwide demand, situation might change 
dramatically. 

Understanding Retailers
One of fundamental importance for us was to hear the point 
of view of the retailers. Arranging a meeting with the large 
companies leading the food retail sector in Finland was not 
easy due to their busy schedules. Eventually we managed 
to have a face to face meeting with Suomen Lähikauppa, 
owner of Finnish neighborhood stores Siwa and Valintatalo, 
and Finnish nationwide cooperative organisation Suomen 
osuuskauppa (SOK) - the owner of Alepa, S-Market and 
Prisma stores. Another key operator in the Finnish grocery 
store sector Kesko Food, owner of K-Market, K-Supermarket 
and K-Citymarket, answered our questions via e-mail. 

Based on the interviews, we got an impression that retailers 
seemed to underestimate the importance of the issue saying 
that reducing use of plastic bags doesn’t concern Finland, 
as overall amount of plastic bags used in Finland is lower 
in comparison to other European countries. Because of 
this and in addition to the high costs of changing systems 
in nationwide chains, retailers also seemed reluctant to 
introduce voluntary measures that would reduce the use of 
he-vi bags. The most worrisome subject for them seemed to 
be the risk of impacting customer service in a negative way.

“Changes come in 10 or 20 years: 
customers do what they do, and 

most customers will still do 
things like they do today.”

 – Suomen Lähikauppa, 2014

We were also interested to hear what was retailer’s opinion 
on the debate that Jaakko Blomberg’s facebook page raised. 
In general, we wanted to know how such the spontaneous 
feedback from consumers may impact corporate decisions. 

Suomen Lähikauppa didn’t answer our question clearly, 
whereas SOK said that they took some notes of the facebook 
campaign, but to their perspective it is still a very small 
phenomenon. Kesko, on the other hand, openly said they 
were considering stopping the practice of cashiers offering 
he-vi bags. 

From the meeting with Suomen Lähikauppa we also learned 
that in their company the cost of he-vi bags is included in 
the price of fruits and vegetables. The other retailers refused 
to give us this information, saying that it’s a corporate secret. 
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5

Analysis
Affinity diagram 
Many of our in-store observations, consumer and expert 
interviews were analyzed using the affinity diagram. It is 
a method used to organize ideas and data, by finding the 
correlations and identifying major themes. Affinity diagram 
is also suitable for handling qualitative data in a creative but 
structured way (Bonacorsi, 2008). 

In practice the interview content was transferred to post-it 
notes sentence by sentence; later these fragments of data 
— findings, quotations, motives and insights — were 
thematically clustered. 

Behavioral profiles
As a starting point we arranged the data according to the 
amount of he-vi bags used. After that we looked deeper 
at the purposes for which people are using them in store. 
One of our key questions in the customer interview was 
“How would you feel if there would not be he-vi bags anymore 
available at stores?”. This question made the interviewees tell 
us more about their shopping experience and their decision 
making processes overall. 

The data from the interviews showed that many interviewees 
were unsatisfied with their grocery shopping experience in 
general, considering it something unavoidable, boring, 
expensive and time-consuming. We noticed that the less our 
interviewees were concerned about environmental problems, 
the more carefree their shopping experience was. 

Based on analysis we created five behavioral profiles 
according to people’s he-vi-bag use and level of awareness, 
which seemed to be interconnected. Consumers ranged 
from one who is not aware of the issue at all, to the one who 
is not only aware but also concerned about environment and 
trying to avoid the use of plastic bags.

1. Packs everything in plastic bags
This type of customer wants to be effective and quick. He’s 
pragmatic and not emotional.  He enjoys shopping as long 
as it’s easy that’s why he uses he-vi bags carelessly often 
justifying use with the hygiene. 

2. No plastic bag for bananas
This type of customer has some awareness about the 
environmental issues, and he does small relevantly easy acts 
such as putting stickers directly on the banana.

3. Different fruits and vegetables in the same 
bag
This type of customer has constant awareness about 
environmental issues. He has different solutions for reducing 
his plastic bag use. He doesn’t choose the easiest option and 
is not concerned about what other people think. 

4. No plastic bags at all
This type of customer has strong motivation to act eco-
friendly. She is willing to ban or charge plastic bags. She has 
strong ideology and she feels sad when others act recklessly. 
Her lifestyle is overall ecological and she’s worried about the 
future.

5. I know I shouldn’t … 

“I know I shouldn’t use plastic he-vi 
bags, I feel guilty about it” 

 – A customer in S-Market, 2014

The majority of the people interviewed seemed to belong 
to the profile category we named “I know I shouldn’t”, 
characterized by feelings of guilt.

These are people that are aware they should be acting 
differently. This awareness, however, is not strong enough to 

1                                   2

  3    4

turn into action and this leads to feelings of guilt. It’s hard for 
them to take initiative because almost everyone else in the 
store is using plastic he-vi bags, which in most stores seem to 
be the only available or the most visible option. In addition, 
consumers seem to have an impression that this is the only 
way to act, so change seems hard.

Recognizing customers’ behavioral profiles helped us to 
define the problem and to find possible areas of intervention. 
This was a basis for our further ideation.

Issue Definition  
Our analysis showed that retailers provide free plastic he-
vi bags as the default option to consumers. This leads to 
the formation of norms in store: taking plastic he-vi bag 
is considered as normal behavior. These norms, in return, 
are constantly creating demand: consumers are used to this 
option and expect retailers to keep providing it. 

Retailers are afraid that change in the system might affect 
the level of customer service. Consumers, on the other 
hand, trapped between norms and options, are waiting for 
retailers to take the first step towards change. 

Based on this we made a conclusion that the causes of the 
overuse of he-vi bags lie in a cycle of offer and demand.

Areas of Intervention 

“He-vi bags are still a piece of 
service, and our first intention 

is to serve our customers.” 
– Suomen Lähikauppa, 2014

 
We identified that to affect this cycle we need to raise 
more awareness on the issue of the overuse of plastic he-vi 
bags and its impact on the environment. We also need to 
redefine what is the ‘normal’ behavior in the supermarket 
and promote alternative options that are environmentally 
friendly but also practical for consumers to use.

Through ideation we identified two possible ways to deal 
with the issue:  

A
Use less plastic he-vi bags 

B 
Use another option
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Testing

A 
In-store posters “Did You Know?”

Our observations showed that stores seem to support overuse 
by providing an unlimited amount of plastic he-vi bags rolls, 
often positioning them in spots where they are unnecessary 
like close to hard peel fruits, e.g. bananas. We identified this 
as one of the first things that should be changed. However, 
consumers also need to be advised on how to use less.

Through the analysis of our in-store observations we 
identified that few simple changes in behavior might 
affect the overuse: one is mixing different types of fruits or 
vegetables in the same plastic he-vi bag, and another one is 
not using a bag at all for hard-peel fruits and vegetables. 

“Usually those are small things that 
can make people change their behavior.” 

      – Satu Hassi, 2014

Based on these two ideas we decided to create posters, saying 
“Did you know not all fruits need a bag?” and “Did you 
know different fruits and vegetables can be put in the same 
bag?” communicating to consumers that acting in these 
ways is allowed in the store.  

We tested posters in S-Market and K-Supermarket in 
Kauppakeskus Arabia over the course of two days, for a total 
of 7 hours of in-store observation before and after placing 
posters. 

With this test we wanted to see how people would react 
to this type of in-store communication and if they would 
take any actions according to the information given in the 
posters. 

Findings of poster testing
The first finding from our in-store observations was that 
people seem to have very strong automatic unconscious 
routines: many entered the store and immediately took a 
plastic he-vi bag even before deciding what to buy. 

We think that these routines might be the reason why 
some people did not seem to pay attention to the posters. 
Nevertheless, few people stopped to read them, and some 
even took actions in response: one woman put bananas in 
a plastic he-vi bag, but after she noticed the poster she took 
the bananas out; another person put sweet potatoes and 
beetroots in the same bag.
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Apart from in-store testing we asked Jaakko Blomberg to 
help us gather feedback about our posters by publishing 
them on his Facebook page. In few hours the post got 468 
likes and 58 shares, generating a discussion around the need 
of he-vi bags in general. 

Five days after our test in the supermarkets and Jaakko 
Blomberg’s Facebook page post with our posters, S-group 
released an article in the company blog “Patarumpu” under 
the headline “Pussi vain tarpeeseen” (Take a he-vi bag only 
if you need it), giving exactly the same advice as our posters 
on limiting the use of plastic he-vi bags and the possibility 
of mixing different types of fruits and vegetables in one bag. 
This post shows that these actions would be accepted also by 
retailers. However, S-Group chose a rather limited channel 
to communicate this message.

“You can put different fruits and 
bigger vegetables in the 

same bag.”
– Patarumpu, 2014

B
Durable he-vi bag kits

We looked at existing alternatives to plastic he-vi bags. From 
our perspective bioplastic bags and paper bags don’t seem to 
be a feasible permanent solution because they are still single-
use products that require lots of resources in the production 
stage.

Durable he-vi bag is a term we use for bags that can be 
reused for a long time. According to our calculations, as long 
as durable bags are not made of energy-demanding or rare 
raw materials, or they are made of recycled materials, they 
could be a viable option. However, durable he-vi bags are 
already existing on the market, but they are still not popular 
among consumers. 

In order to understand this situation better we prepared 12 
design probe kits, each including few durable he-vi bags we 
had made and a booklet which explains the content and 
purpose of the kit to the tester. Testers were asked to use 
these bags and document their shopping process by writing, 
drawing or taking photos. With this test we wanted to see 
would the durable he-vi bags affect tester’s normal shopping 
routine and to find out the reasons for that. 

Findings of durable he-vi bag testing 

Among our testers 11 out of 12 decided to keep using durable 
bags we had given them. According to testers, using the bags 
didn’t seem to change the shopping process: bags serve the 
same purpose as the single-use alternative. Remembering to 
bring them to the store was not as hard as they assumed it 
would be, especially for the ones, who were already using 
durable carrier bags. Durable he-vi bags raised interest 
among the friends and family. Most testers saw them as an 
object with its own value, unlike the plastic single-use bags.

One important issue that surfaced during the analysis of the 
interviews was the fact that some people felt uncomfortable 
using the durable bags in the store. They said that it would 
be easier if other people would do the same. 

In response to our question: “What would make you stop using 
plastic he-ve bags”, testers said that if plastic single-use he-vi 
bags were sold instead of distributed for free, they wouldn’t 
want to buy them and they would start thinking of other 
alternatives including durable he-vi bags.

Observations
He-vi bags from store 1,2 pcs/ shopping trip
He-vi bags at the cashier 0,16 pcs/ shopping trip
He-vi bags in total 1,36 pcs/ shopping trip

Interviews (82)
Shopping trips 3,17/ week/ household

Weighing (post office scale)
He-vi bag weight 2,5 g

Statistics (Tilastokeskus 2012)
Number of households in Finland 2595000
Population of Finland 5426674

Wholesale web stores
Price of he-vi bag 0,01€/ pcs

Calculations
Annual he-vi bag use of one household (pcs)
1,36 x 3,2 x 52 = 224,18

Annual he-vi bag use of one household (g)
224,18 x 2,5 = 560,45

Annual he-vi bag use in Finland (pcs)
224,18 x 2595000 = 581 747 100 ≈ 580 
millions

Annual he-vi bag use in Finland (tons)
(560,45/1000 000) x 2595000 ≈ 1454

Annual he-vi bag use per capita (pcs)
581 747 100 / 5426674 ≈ 107

Money spent on he-vi bags (€)
581 747 100 x 0,01 = 5 817 471 ≈ 5,8M€

Scale of the problem 
The retailers were reluctant to tell what is the exact amount of he-vi bags used by their customers or how much money 
is spent on purchasing them. For this reason we made our own calculations based on the observations in stores and the 
interviews. The calculations we have are just an estimation, as they originate from a small sample both numerically and 
geographically (stores located in Helsinki). However we believe that the calculations are helpful in understanding the scale 
and volume of he-vi bag use in Finland. 

Testers were asked to document their shopping process by 
writing, drawing and taking photos. The purpose of testing 
was to try introducing durable he-vi bags in our testers’ 
normal shopping routines, and find out what changes does 
this require. 

After one week, we invited each tester individually for 
an interview and went through the self-documentation 
material together. We tried to create an informal atmosphere 
and to facilitate a feeling of trust between interviewer 
and interviewee. This allowed us to gather insights from 
interviewees and understand the real reasons that affect their 
decisions and influence their behaviour in the stores. We 
wouldn’t have been able to get such complete and rich data 
with an impersonal survey.
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Our proposal for the Ministry is a plan of gradual reduction of small thin plastic bags use over the course of three years, using 
a mix of different measures and policies. Retailers in this plan would be one of the main actors. Because of this it’s important 
to highlight the incentives that could convince them to collaborate.

Plan

Reduce and reposition rolls 
of small thin plastic bags

Why –––– The amount of small thin plastic bag 
rolls provided in the fruit and vegetable departments 
affects the overuse: reducing and repositioning would 
lead to customers using less.

Incentives –––– Retailers would need to purchase 
less bag rolls, thus saving money.

Durable bags 
as a default option

Why –––– Durable fruit and vegetable bags are a 
viable long-term alternative. Unlike single-use options, 
their impact on the environment is compensated by the 
prolonged use, especially if they are made from recycled 
or low energy demanding materials. For this reason they 
should be promoted as the main option in stores, by 
selling them as the default bag for fruits and vegetables at 
an affordable price.

Incentives –––– Durable bags are a new product 
that would create revenues. Moreover, there could 
be programmes of subsidies so that the prices could 
be kept low.

Explain why change is needed

Why –––– Consumers have to be aware of existing 
environmental problems related to plastic pollution and 
the forthcoming EU directive regarding the need of 
reducing the use of single-use bags. 

How –––– Multi-channel campaign centered around the 
notion that plastic pollution has a negative impact not 
only on marine life, but also on human health, as we are 
part of the same ecosystem and food chain.

campaign 
on plastic pollution

in-store
measures

2015-2016

In-store communication 
supporting reduction

Why –––– Posters and info explaining why and 
how customers can reduce small thin plastic 
bags use: explicit support from the retailers 
in this sense would make changes in behavior 
approved and widespread. 

Incentives –––– This would respond to 
the customers’ will to act environmentally 
responsibly, creating a green image for the 
retailers.

Ultimate measure affecting all types of 
customers

Why –––– The use of all single-use options such as 
small thin plastic bags, bio-bags or paper bags should be 
restricted by selling them instead of offering for free.

How ––––  This might be done either through 
taxation or voluntary agreement. In case of taxation, 
the revenues might be directed to support long-term 
initiatives for environmental sustainability.

In case of voluntary agreement, retailers could be 
pro-active in deciding the details of the measure.

Cashiers don’t offer 
a small thin plastic bag

Why –––– Often customers, when offered by 
the cashier, take a small thin plastic bag even if they 
don’t need it: if not offered, unnecessary use might be 
decreased.

Incentives –––– Cashiers’ work would be 
smoother and faster; a response to the recent debate 
in the media  (Facebook page 2014) would prove 
that retailers are listening to consumers’ feedback.

start charging for
single-use options

2017
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Deliverables

Video 

In order to support our plan we prepared deliverables aimed at different audiences. We realized a video illustrating the plan 
from the point of view of a customer: this was meant to help both the Ministry and other stakeholders get a sense of the human-
centered and empathic approach we used. 

https://vimeo.com/96897800

Leaflet

We also prepared a leaflet aimed at retailers. We wanted to highlight the importance of the issue of reducing he-vi bag use, 
as well as the fact that consumers are ready for change. One of the most important aims of the leaflet is to show the benefits 
retailers can get if they collaborate on the reduction plan (see appendix). 

“80 % of what we produce in the EU 
is used once and discarded”

 –  Janez Potocnik, 2014
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Material Flow and Cycle 

 

“We need to enhance the 
material cycle in order to reduce 
the consequent burdens on the 

environment, and create
 more added value.” 

– Sitra, 2005

By importing single-use plastic he-vi bags from Asia, Finland 
is basically introducing more and more waste material 
into its system with all consequences. While exploring the 
alternatives to plastic he-vi bags, we considered the idea of 
bioplastic, but one that is produced locally. 

Finland has a strong know-how in cellulose technologies and 
biomass production. Recently, with the decrease in demand 
of paper products, the cellulose industry has been looking 
for new uses for the material. Developing cellulose-based 
compostable bioplastic might lead to a more self-sufficient 
Finland, meaning decreasing import of problematic raw 
materials and at the same time promoting local innovations 
and enhancing Finnish business opportunities. 

we think that there will still be specific needs for single-use 
plastic, for example in the medical sector; but reducing the 
use of plastic in other sectors would decrease the overall 
amount. Cellulose bioplastic, even though it would be 
produced of renewable raw materials, shouldn’t become the 
new widespread single-use alternative.

New mindset 

To create a new mindset, characterized by responsibility 
towards the environment, it’s essential to see education as 
an opportunity to influence behavior already in the early 
stages of life. We think that educating school children on the 
consequences of the environmental impact of everyday life 
would help them to adopt new sustainable lifestyles more 
easily in the future. 

In our case, for example, we think that creative workshops 
teaching children how to make their own durable he-vi bags 
could be implemented in schools in order to raise awareness 
on the issue.

Further implications

Problems & opportunities

Single-use products are currently the default option in 
many cases, because our culture of consumption guarantees 
the availability of anything, anytime, anywhere. But the 
lifestyles that are based on this type of behavior can’t be 
sustained anymore. These days it’s a commonly known fact 
that we are going to run out of resources and materials that 
are now foundations upon which current system is built on.  

Fortunately the awareness that we have to change our habits 
is spreading more and more. Still, practices of recycling and 
saving materials are slow in progress. Will for change has to 
come both from the consumers and from the authorities: 
every stakeholder has to be in constant collaboration, instead 
of looking only at their own interests. 

SPREAD Sustainable Lifestyles 2050 is a European social 
platform project that addresses the challenge of maintaining 
or improving quality of life of European society while at the 
same time reducing current levels of energy, transport and 
resource use. The research made within the project shows 
that an estimate annual individual material footprint in 
Europe is around 27 - 40 tonnes but in order to stay within 
the sustainable limits this number should be reduced to 8 
tonnes by the year 2050. We consider our plan as a small 
step towards this goal. 

After defining the plan, we widened our point of view to 
identify possible consequences. As with all complex systems, 
solving one problem might lead to the appearance of another. 
But we think that this should be seen not as a problem but as 
an opportunity to improve existing system. 

Reconsider food packaging &  
waste management   

“By doing proper waste sorting 
there is no need for that many    

garbage bags nowadays used 
as trash bin liners. After sorting 
bio-waste, metal, glass, paper 

and  cardboard there is usually 
only plastic left.” 

– Satu Hassi, 2014

Our research showed that he-vi bags are only the tip of the 
iceberg. On average in Finland 70% of fruits and vegetables 
sold in supermarkets have some pre-packaging (2014). It’s 
obvious that fruits and vegetables are not the only type of 
pre-packed products, the whole supermarket system is based 
on single-use packaging. This is why reducing the use of he-
vi bags should be considered not as the solution but as the 
starting point of a process for transition away from single-
use products, resulting in new lifestyles, norms and habits. 

In Finland plastic he-vi bags have a main use (packaging 
foods at the store) and different types of after-uses (waste 
management - picking up pet waste, lining small bins and 
packaging food at home). By taking the bag away, different 
problems might surface. 

The already high amount of pre-packaged fruits and 
vegetables might increase even more as well as sales of trash 
bag rolls, plastic film rolls for food and other type of single-
use packaging for home use. 

The issue of trash bags should tie in with the need to stop 
producing landfill waste. Finland is already going toward 
that goal by introducing proper waste sorting. Once this aim 
is achieved, the need of plastic bags for mixed waste would 
decrease as a consequence. 
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Stakeholders contacted

Plastic bag manufacturer A-Kassi
Compostable bioplastic bag manufacturer Biobag
Finnish nationwide cooperative organisation - S group
Kesko Oyj
Lidl Suomi KY
Paper bag manufacturer ER-Pakkaus
The Finnish Packaging Assosiation PAKKAUS 
Suomen Lähikauppa OY
Olga Mashkina, Independent Research, former Finnish Environment Institute, SYKE 
Jaakko Blomberg, Facebook Community Page “Ei laiteta pakasteita pieneen pussiin, kiitos”
Sauli Rouhinen and Tarja-Riitta Blauberg, The Ministry of the Environment 
Tuomas Mattila, Finnish Environment Institute, SYKE 
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