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1. Start small, perhaps with a Pilot Project, and build on your successes
2. Educate yourself and others on the harms of polystyrene
3. Rally support from all types of stakeholders on your campus
4. Make a plan of action!

You and your peers have the power to reduce polystyrene pollution! The 
strategies we lay out here are extrapolated from the Post-Landfill Action 
Network’s (PLAN) Plastic Free Campus Manual, a free resource developed in 
collaboration with Plastic Pollution Coalition (PPC). The 5 Gyres Institute has partnered 
with PLAN to adapt this resource with PPC’s support.

What does it mean to Nix the 6?

Polystyrene products are everywhere, from coffee cup lids to straws, cutlery and cups 
(even red SOLO cups). Expanded polystyrene foam—commonly known as 
"Styrofoam"—is basically polystyrene that's expanded with air. You can identify these 
plastics by the number "6" on the bottom. Polystyrene plastics are extremely toxic to 
make and difficult to recycle. Polystyrene and "Styrofoam" are even banned from many 
recycling programs because of contamination problems—less than 2% of polystyrene 
was recycled in 2013. When you Nix the 6, you pledge to refuse these single-use 
plastics—for yourself, or for your campus and community. 

Welcome to the manual for 
polystyrene-free campuses!

Now here’s a major challenge: a polystyrene-free campus. From Styrofoam to SOLO 
cups, the ubiquitous presence of this plastic in our daily lives might make this seem like 
an impossible task. Compounding this is the fact that the plastics industry is fighting 
back with preemptive legislation, aka the “ban on bans.” Often proposed in areas where 
local municipalities are considering or have enacted plastic bag ordinances, preemptive 
laws outlaw the regulation of plastic "auxiliary containers," including polystyrene. Some 
even violate "home rule" provisions of state constitutions! Under preemptive law, 
municipalities lose their rights to decide local issues—and individuals are denied the 
right to take action in their own communities. By taking action on your campus, you are 
also supporting the rights of your community.

NIX THE 6

http://www.postlandfill.org/plastic-free-campus/
http://www.postlandfill.org/plastic-free-campus/
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- What do you perceive to be the most concerning issues regarding
polystyrene use on your campus?

- What single-use disposable polystyrene items are most prevalent on your
campus?

- Which “problem” polystyrenes should be a priority target?
- What form of action should you take: a ban, a reduced price incentive for

reusables, or simply more education entailing the consequences of
polystyrene use?

Navigating Your Project
All campuses are different: What works at one school may require more
attention—or may not work at all—at yours. Our Nix the 6 case studies share a 
variety of outcomes: from the passing of bans that have essentially fallen into 
students’ laps, to initiatives that resulted in unintended consumption of other 
polystyrene items. You will probably find that your university has a specific pace 
to be followed, and your group must explore the kind of attention your institution 
needs. Ask yourself these questions regarding single-use disposable 
polystyrenes:

Every project will have costs and benefits to weigh. For example,  is 
it better to purchase compostable paper plates that are still considered 
single-use items,  rather than polystyrene ones that can be recycled? 
The answers lie within a wholesome look at your university's 
capabilities. If you are not currently able to compost commercially then 
serving food with certified compostable cutlery is probably not the best 
idea. The focus should be to transition your campus away from a culture 
that is disposable and single-use. Remember that the main intention 
behind a polystyrene-free campus, similar to  every PLAN project, is to 
change the way we consume,  how we think about throwing things “away” 
and—ultimately—to reduce waste!
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Single-use disposable polystyrene products have a massive carbon 
footprint. Whether made from petroleum or plants, polystyrene 
manufacturing is not efficient due to the scale of production.

Both the production and disposal of single-use polystyrene often 
emit massive amounts of dioxins, a highly toxic byproduct linked 
to increased cancer rates and other human health effects.

Plastic lasts forever: Polystyrene can never be broken down 
by natural processes; almost every particle of polystyrene 
that has ever been created still exists, unless it's incinerated.

Polystyrene can be challenging to dispose of. Not all localities have 
the infrastructure to recycle single-use polystyrene; when it's not 
recycled or landfilled, polystyrene is often sent to incinerators, 
emitting environmental toxins into the atmosphere.

Polystyrene poisons our food chain: It is increasingly found in the 
ocean and marine life, affecting the health of human 
populations who rely on fish and other marine life for food 
sources. 

Nixing the 6 can save you money! Relying on 
reusable items enables you to avoid constant 
purchasing of disposable items.

Single-use polystyrene items perpetuate a wasteful, throw-
away culture. Resources are far too valuable to be thrown 
away!

Seven Reasons to Nix the 6

1.
2.
3.

4.

5.
6.
7.

Tweet this! 
#sneakystyrene

Share this! #sneakystyrene
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Case Study: University of Hawaii Manoa

Students at the University of Hawaii Manoa approached the administration about
banning expanded polystyrene foam—often referred to as Styrofoam—in 
campus food establishments, only to find that dining services had already begun 
taking steps to phase-out the material on their own accord. Students 
began consulting with dining services on what a polystyrene phase-out 
would look like. The group established a petition committee with 
representatives from the local Surfrider Foundation to draft effective 

It was also policy language, and share it with campus food vendors. 
helpful to have a community member who worked for World 
Centric, a company that manufactures compostable to-go ware, as a 
part of the petition committee to attest to the affordability of 
compostable alternatives. Student organizers recognized that, had they 
drafted the proposal alone without input from a variety of campus 
representatives, they would have faced much more pushback. Ultimately, 
the combined force of students and dining hall operations made passing 
of the ban, and its subsequent implementation, more effective.

Source: Endnote 1
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- How to navigate your campus and local community infrastructure.
- Existing initiatives, campaigns, and legislation targeting single-use plastics, and where

to find information about plastic-free initiatives near you.
- How to conduct a Plastic Audit, and use that information to make a plan of action.
- Alternatives to specific single-use plastic items, and resources for further support!

As we can see, going polystyrene free is possible!  Now 
that you have the facts about issues surrounding polystyrene 
pollution, we want to help you take action! Among all of 
the following best practices to Nix the 6, we outline:

PREPARE FOR Pushback
As we have mentioned, you may receive pushback about going polystyrene-free. Be 
prepared for critics to challenge you with these myths:

Polystyrene is highly recyclable: Polystyrene is challenging and costly to recycle, 
especially if it is contaminated with food or drinks.

Polystyrene is harmless: The EPA considers polystyrene production to be the fifth 
worst global industry in terms of hazardous waste production.

Polystyrene is microwavable: Heating polystyrene in a microwave can cause the toxic 
chemicals in the container – BPA and Phthalates, which are known endocrine disruptors 
– to leach into your food.

Polystyrene isn’t plastic: Polystyrene is a plastic made from fossil fuels.

Polystyrene is only foam: Expanded polystyrene foam—better known as Styrofoam—is 
only one form of polystyrene; in rigid form it’s also used to make straws, cutlery 
and SOLO cups.

Polystyrene keeps things warmest: Insulated containers work just as well—or better.
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Campus & Community Infrastructure Know Your Stuff:
Campus & Community Infrastructure

Start big and learn the status of the area surrounding your university in regards 
to any kind of plastic ban or legislation. This knowledge is a powerful tool in 
motivating your campus to take steps. Once you know, you can act. 
Read on for tactics!

Local Laws and Regulations
As the general public becomes more aware of the dangers of single-use 

disposable polystyrene, new legislation is calling for sustainable alternatives. 
While not always obligated to follow suit, universities and colleges can adopt local 
regulations or ordinances if the campus population expresses support. These 
community laws can provide a baseline for new student campaigns, or a final
push for on-campus initiatives. See case studies below for some collaborative 
successes and challenges!

So where do you find all this information?
There are a variety of resources to consult, including web resources from leaders 
in the polystyrene-free movement. Check out www.5Gyres.org to find out if 
initiatives exist in your area:

www.5gyres.org/polystyrene
You can also follow the campaign at @5Gyres on 
social media or through the hashtags 
#sneakystyrene, #foamfree, and  #5gyres

https://www.5gyres.org/foamfree-action-guide/
https://www.5gyres.org/styrofoam/


7

 Existing Campus Policy and Operations

Your university may have sustainability initiatives—either in writing or unofficially adopted
—as part of a campus-wide policy. Some examples  may be a promise to decrease
campus carbon emissions or a commitment to become Zero Waste by a certain year.
Browse your campus website to find information of any existing and proposed 
sustainability policies; oftentimes they will be listed on web pages for the Procurement 
Department, Sustainability Office, or on a page designated explicitly for campus policy 
and procedures. These can be leverage for your campaign. 

Most campuses have limited recycling capacities for recovering single-use  polystyrene 
items—all the more reason to eliminate these items. Talk to your Procurement and 
Waste Management managers to determine if any financial incentives drive 
campus recycling programs. It this is the case for your university, there are 
alternatives to mitigate its polystyrene footprint:

“Universities and colleges often develop environmentally preferable purchasing plans 
for everything from green energy and office supplies to food service ware products. 
These plans can serve as your team’s university-supported rationale for implementing 
plastic source reduction. Your team should identify and review all current plans and, 
where lacking, work to either strengthen them or implement new ones.”

–– Marine Debris and Plastic Source Reduction Toolkit for Colleges and Universities;
the Product Stewardship Institute and EPA, February 2015, Endnote 2

1) Decrease campus-wide procurement and consumption of polystyrene containers.
2) Make reusable options on campus available and convenient.
3) Encourage individual behavior change through Bring Your Own programs and incentives.
4) Transform some or all campus events and student programs to polystyrene free.

Looking for support in these conversations? Reach out to PLAN and chat with a 
Campus Coordinator about how to prep for meetings with staff and administration!

http://www.postlandfill.org/
http://www.postlandfill.org/
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Whether you are trying to pass a ban on campus, change procurement, or establish a 
reusables campaign, you will need backing from your institution. Remember to include 
others on campus who are affected by these initiatives. Some examples of important 
stakeholders to include in your initiatives are:

Collaborating with Departments on Campus

- dining service workers or food service provider
representatives, such as chefs, servers and cafe managers

- campus waste management service staff
- custodial staff
- procurement department staff
- student groups working for campus change: services groups,

environmental groups
- professors, faculty, provosts, department chairs
- community members that may be affected

Remember, having a faculty signature on a petition that supports your initiative or
campaign can go a long way!

Another Important Contact: Private Vendors 

If your university leases space to private food vendors, advocate for sustainable 
procurement language to be included in these contracts. Check out the language 
used in a draft statement below from the petition committee at the University of 
Hawaii Manoa advocating for a ban on to-go polystyrene products:

“In the interest of trash reduction, public health, marine life protection, and 
environmental sustainability, the University of Hawaii at Manoa is committed to 
undertaking a transition to the use of more responsible food service products. As a 
first step, the University hereby prohibits the purchase and use of disposable 
expanded polystyrene (EPS) foam food-service products on campus. This 
prohibition will apply to new (or renewed) food service contracts. Vendors operating 
under existing contracts will be encouraged to phase out EPS foam products use as 
soon as possible. In addition, university personnel are advised not to purchase 
disposable EPS foam food products with university funds and not to use such 
products at campus events.” 

-UH Manoa Commitment to the Use of Sustainable Food-Service Products
February 28, 2013 DRAFT statement
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Dishware & Reusable Food Containers

Your campus may not have the capacity to purchase reusable dishware in 
dining locations and other eateries; but that does not mean that you can’t 
promote a culture of reuse! Encourage students to bring their own 
reusable items, such as glass containers or a lunchbox. You can incentivize in a 
similar way to a reusable mug system, coordinating with eatery managers  to 
offer a discount to customers who bring their own reusable items. By 
providing access to washing stations for students to clean their reusables 
right on the spot, you encourage students to bring reusables, and eliminate 
any concerns of carrying around a dirty container. For more support on initiating 
Reusable To-Go programs on your campus, check out PLAN’s Reusable To-Go 
Container Guide!

If you are purchasing reusables, make sure to:
Calculate the reusables that you will need to purchase by predicting the average 
number of disposables used in a day; to do this, you might look at cafeteria 
customer purchase records, such as the number of lunches sold daily.

Adjust your estimates for reusable stock to anticipate accidents when adopting a
new program; for example, a plate might be dropped or broken, or utensils may 
be thrown away by accident.

Return stations for dishware and utensils should be set up in such a way that 
allows utensils to be used to scrape plates first before they are dropped off at the 
end of the line.

For purposes of quality control and education, have a student staff member or 
volunteer monitor dishware drop-off stations during the first week of classes.

Be sure to highlight to your dining services, or whomever you are working with to 
setup the program, that while washing reusables requires times and labor, there is 
no longer the need to place orders for, retrieve, open and restock disposables.

Source: Endnote 2

http://www.postlandfill.org/to-go-guide/
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Calculating Costs and Benefits of Reusable Dishware
Clean Water Action’s “ReThink Disposable” campaign offers some great resources on 
integrating single-use polystyrene alternatives in food service establishments. They 
have come up with a “Break-even Point Calculator” for you to evaluate how many 
times a reusable  item must be used before it becomes cheaper than continually 
purchasing single-use disposables.

Cost of reusable (each) / Cost of disposable 
item (each) = Breakeven Point (uses)

Example: Reusable cup = $1.00 each / Disposable cup ($0.05 each) = 20 uses 
So, after 20 uses of that reusable cup, you are saving money!

For a more detailed approach to analyzing the costs and benefits of implementing reusable 
products, including implementation costs (labor, washing infrastructure) and payback 
period, checkout the ReThink Disposable Cost Benefit Calculation Worksheets at 
www.rethinkdisposable.org. 

With the help of a faculty project manager, a group of students in a Sustainable 
Solutions Consulting class at the University of Colorado Boulder compared the costs of 
reusable dishware with compostable dining ware in the University Memorial Center 
(UMC) Alfred Packer Grill. Compostable to-go ware was originally implemented into the 
grill after it was deemed the largest source of post-consumer waste in the UMC. 
However, due to lack of education, improper sorting, and a shortage  of compost 
receptacles on campus, most of the compostable ware ended up in the trash. Because 
most customers of the Alfred Packer Grill eat their meals within the premises, reusable 
dishware is a feasible alternative to single-use to-go ware. The analysis focused on cost 
per use of an item, taking into account:

- the price of each item & its number of potential uses
- the price of washing (for reusables)
- worker labor time

Case Study: Cost-Benefit Analysis of Bioplastics
and Compostables Wares

http://www.rethinkdisposable.org/
http://www.rethinkdisposable.org/
https://www.cleanwater.org/campaign/rethink-disposable
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Storage space was not taken into account as storage is something required for both 
compostable ware and reusable dishware inventory (collection and disposable for 
compostables, and collection and washing for reusables). The project team also 
decided not to take into account compost pulling costs, as the majority of compost 
generated by CU Boulder campus is from pre-consumer food waste and not 
compostable food containers. Compost waste at CU Boulder is hauled four to five
times a week, at a total cost of $400/month. The means of calculating the cost per 
use of an item is as follows:

Case Study Continued

Compostable Items: cost per item X 
number of items purchased

Compostable Item

Sugarcane clamshell

salad container and lid

soup cup and lid

Cost per piece

$0.16

$0.15

$0.15

Reusable Items: (cost per item / 
number of uses) + (cost of washing 

X number of uses)
- Time Spent Washing

Reusable Dining Ware
(A) = 2.8 hours

- Wage Labor (B) = $7.99/
hr

- Utility Costs (C) =
$0.52/hr

- Avg. Number of
Reusables Used Per
Day (D) = 285

Washing Cost Per Day 
(E) = (A x B) + (A x C) $23.80

Overall Cost Per Wash 
Per Item = (D / E) $0.08

Cost/Piece
Single-use compostable
Reusable counterpart

Sugarcane clamshell

Al’s Exchangeable 

Salad Container & Lid

Cost/
Piece (A)

$0.16

$3.80

$0.15

Cost After 
100 Uses
A + (100 x $0.08)

$4.03

$0.15

$1.48

$2.28

$1.75

$16.00

$11.80

$15.00

$12.03

$15.00

$9.48

$10.28

$9.75

Salad Bowl

Soup Cup & Lid

Soup Bowl

Plastic Plate

Ceramic Plate

- While reusables cost more up
front, they are more cost
effic ient than s ing le-use
compostables in the long term

- Dining services purchase
plates independently of the
company through closeouts
and yard sales, allowing for
inexpensive acquisition of
reusable dishware while also
cut t ing down on carbon
emissions from the elimination
of transportation costs

Source: Endnote 3

Takeaways and Other Notes
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Case Study: Baylor University’s Refusal of Polystyrene

The polystyrene-free Baylor University campus and athletic facilities used 
a single event to pave the way for campus-wide policy. This event showed 
the power of using an event to make change on campus, and the importance
of framing bans in a positive way.

A student group sought the Sustainability Department’s sponsorship for 
one of Baylor’s largest campus events, for which the department agreed under the 
condition that all vendors be polystyrene-free. ChiK-fil-A was the only vendor to 
refuse this request. When they where told that their refusal would exclude them 
from this major campus event, they conceded. 

After the success of such a large event, the Sustainability Department 
facilitated a verbal agreement among campus vendors to extend the 
polystyrene-free standard into the university’s sustainability policy.  .
Retail vendors phased out polystyrene products over the next few months, using 
the remainder of their stock before buying alternatives. Since then, the policy has 
extended to athletic concessions on campus. To evaluate policy compliance, the 
Sustainability Department performs campus-wide “Styro checks” once a year, in 
which they find that containers are occasionally brought by individuals from off 
campus. This behavior is discouraged by the Sustainability Department through
reminder emails. 

It is important to note that Baylor University did not “ban” polystyrene, but 
instead focused on just getting it out of the waste stream. This was a 
deliberate choice, as a ban has negative connotations and often makes people 
defensive. By educating about the dangers of polystyrene, altering
contracts with on campus vendors, and encouraging
alternatives, Baylor was successful and received little resistance in 
ending polystyrene use.

Source: Endnote 4
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Education & Outreach

We have already covered the “Why” and the “What” of Nix the 6; this section 
covers the “How," specifically who to talk to and what to say, using resources (like
social media and partnerships), and tackling the tricky parts of campus operations.

Behavioral change is a powerful tool in fostering a more sustainable campus 
culture. Educating around the incentives for eliminating polystyrene—and how to
make it happen within the infrastructure of your campus—can and will change
the way students behave. 

When students know why your group is asking them to do something—such as filling
up a water bottle rather than buying a new one, or composting the fork they just 
used—it is more likely  they will incorporate  those practices in their daily lives
after leaving the university. Graduates who have the ability to recycle and
compost on campus will look for these options, question when the service is not
available and perhaps even doing something about it. Students who drink water for
free are probably less likely to pay for bottled water; those who pay extra 
because they forget their reusable mugs will probably remember to bring one 
along the next time they go to a coffee shop.
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Partnerships for Publicity

Student Activities office
Can help you put events on campus 
wide calendars and make sure 
nothing conflicts.

Academic Departments
Professors can say a few words at 
the beginning of classes to help 
rec ru i t vo lun teers and g roup 
members as well as spread the word.

Student Government
Always a good support for proposed 
policy change or bans, they can 
spread the word with a public 
statement to your campus.

Sustainability Department
Can assist with campus wide emails, 
funding for printing and advice on 
strategy.

Intramural/Recreation Department
Can encourage and sponsor sporting 
events to Nix the 6.

Internship and/or Volunteer Office
Another avenue through which to 
spread the message and gather 
people power.

Residential Life/Housing
Can distribute information (such as
how to use new sorting stations) 
through RA's.

Create an informational flyer to present to any of these campus groups
and have approved for campus posting. Oftentimes, residential and 
housing department staff will even post the flyers for you! Scope 
your campus for multiple areas where students can hang banners,
large posters, or displays. Heavy traffic locations on campus are 
prime for program advertisement, including the library, the bookstore or 
other types of student stores, and cafés. Inquire with managers of these
facilities to get permission to display long-term for maximum impact.

How do you begin to establish a visual presence for your project to students? 
Most campuses have a variety of publicity resources. These may include but 
are not limited to:
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Campaigning
There are a lot of resources on and beyond campus that you can utilize to
spread the word for your project or campaign. Collaborate with your advisor 
or project “champion” on how to reach out to local, regional, national, and
international groups who are implementing polystyrene-free initiatives on a
larger scale. Support in all shapes and sizes is important: Augment the
impact of students in numbers with a shout out from campus staff and 
faculty, community leaders and organizers, and non-profit advocates!

There are lots of big names associated with the larger sustainability 
movement that many students may recognize, including our buddies at
The 5 Gyres Institute and Plastic Pollution Coalition (PPC). 
Incorporate the language that they use into your campaign efforts to 
strengthen your message. Groups like these are often able to craft 
the discourse of their cause in a way that hits home with many people. 
Use these groups as a resource both for information and inspiration. 

Take Advantage of Outside Resources

Find us on social @5Gyres #sneakystyrene 
...And of course, our good friends at Plastic 
Pollution Coalition (PPC) @plasticpollutes
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Students are obviously a massive component of a college or university 
campus, so utilize that strength in numbers! Petitions are a fun and 
exciting way to get student support, with the goal of getting students to
sign up for campaign updates and become ambassadors of the 
campaign.

Here are some tips to gather petition signatures: 
- Have leaders & members ask professors to present the campaign in

classes and pass around petitions for students to sign.
- Table in major areas on campus like outside of the dining hall or the

library.
- Pass the petition along via email, and ask others to pass it along, too.
- Target the entrances and exits of major events to gather petition

signatures.
- Share on social media!

Make sure you train any students representing your group to give a 
solid overview of the campaign. Every member of your group should be 
able to answer these basic questions: 
- What are the goals of this campaign?
- How will it affect the students, staff and campus?
- Who supports the project already?

Gather Student Support

Santa Clara University wanted to increase participation with their reusable container 
program. It was found, through surveys and talking to students one-on-one,  that very 
few students knew about, let alone participated in, the program. Students and staff
handed out fact sheets on campus, hung posters and signs at registers and dining
entryways, added information about the program on their website, s h a r e d  o n  
social media and through the school newsletter, presented in classes, and provided
free reusable containers at faculty and staff events. Program promoters found
outreach most effective when students and staff witnessed their friends, peers, and 
colleagues using the clamshells.

Case Study: Santa Clara University’s Fact Sheets

Source: Endnote 5
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If you are recruiting in person, make sure that you document contact information 
by creating a simple sign-up sheet asking for a name, email and cell number. 
Archive this information and follow up with an email describing the perks of being 
involved and encouraging everyone who provided their information to join your 
project and attend meetings.

For more extensive tips and tricks on how to recruiting team members and 
volunteers, contact a PLAN Campus Coordinator and ask about their 
“Volunteer Recruitment & Management” Leadership Certification Training!

Bui ld Fr iendships 
and a Community 
of Support

In student organizing there’s the reality 
of frequent turnover and constant 
recruitment. You can never have too 
much support, so why stop recruiting? 
Talk with your recruitment coordinator 
about creative ways to bring in new 
members throughout the year, or 
brainstorm ideas with your team. Build 
your social media presence and 
share when and where your
meetings will be. Use photos of 
your projects to show off all the cool 
stuff your group is doing. Post flyers
around campus and advertise in the 
school newspaper. 

Recruiting and Retaining Team Members
As you are building your program, it’s important to organize a team to help you. 
These “members” are more than just volunteers, they are fellow leaders and 
organizers. They are the people who help you fundraise, recruit and manage 
volunteers, establish program logistics, etc. The best way to retain members is to 
create incentives for them to keep coming back. There are two main ways to do 
so:

Members will come back if they feel 
they have to. They want to participate, 
but unless they feel their involvement 
is necessary to the success of the 
project, they may not feel like they 
can fit it into their busy lives. Make 
sure that all of your members have a 
role within the project team. Similar to 
team meetings, regularly facilitate 
tasks and eventually divide up 
designated roles within the group. 
These pos i t i ons may i nc lude
recruitment coordinator, volunteer 
coordinator, social media manager, 
secretary, treasurer, etc.

B u i l d L e a d e r s h i p , 
R e s p o n s i b i l i t y , & 
Accountability

http://www.postlandfill.org/
http://www.postlandfill.org/workshops-and-certifications/
http://www.postlandfill.org/workshops-and-certifications/
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ten tips for every leader
Set a Timeline: In order to keep things moving you must set deadlines
and determine what you will need to reach them. Discuss your calendar to 
get a group consensus and allow everyone to feel that this project belongs 
to the them. Remember, it is your group and not you yourself who will complete 
the project!

Share Information: A common mistake made by new leaders is to
hold on to all the information and responsibilities themselves. Sharing the lead 
can be tough, but is necessary if other groups members are to invest in the 
project and ultimately get more done. If you are unable to attend a meeting, your 
group should have enough information to be independent and continue as usual.

Facilitate and Delegate: Just like with information regarding your
project, share the workload with your team in order to instill leadership in others 
and avoid exhausting yourself. Once the group comes up with big picture goals 
use weekly meetings to discuss next steps. Encourage others to take charge of 
various tasks and use this as a way to learn about each person’s strengths and 
what they can bring to the decision-making table.

Build Friendships: When student activists click with one another they
become much more effective. Group members should always feel comfortable 
working together and asking for help when needed. Team-building activities or 
check-in questions at the beginning of every meeting can set the tone for a safe 
space. Encourage the group to bond in settings outside of the project 
environment, such as hanging out on a Friday night or going for a hike on a 
Saturday afternoon.

Find Your Passion: Everyone has got something different they enjoy
doing. Find out what it is and how you can incorporate it to increase the likelihood 
of your project’s success. Often people can surprise you with their skills and the 
unique ways in which they can apply them.

Make it Fun: As activists we are confronting the serious problems of the
world. A sense of humor and making the most fun out of what we need to do is 
imperative. Make games out of dumpster diving, have silly contests involving
trash bins, and make communication light-hearted. Being a goofball will make 
everything a little more fun and make you more approachable as a leader.

1

2

3

4

5

6
Share your journey on social media using 
#sneakystyrene!
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ten tips for every leader
Avoid Burnout: Student organizing is a lot of work. We can all feel a little
overloaded or discouraged. We call this “burnout” and it happens to all of us in 
the activist cycle. Sometimes you need to just take a few steps back and 
remember:

Value the Butterfly Effect: The idea that a small difference can
make significant impact later on is at the root of what we do. You never know just 
how far your actions will spread. Even if something is not successful despite our 
best efforts, that does not mean the very act of trying won’t inspire others to join 
the fight.

Don’t Take “No” for an Answer: It is very easy for
administrators to dismiss a student’s ideas. It takes time, consideration, and 
energy to say yes. Take the time to meet with administrators and get to know 
them—build a trusting relationship and discuss with them what their concerns
are. Ask for help in making it work for both you and your campus and negotiate
solutions.

Create New Leaders:  Leadership isn’t about creating followers—
it’s about creating leaders. Be an open book and share tips and skills with your 
peers. This will ensure that sustainable initiatives happen at your campus even 
after you have graduated and moved on to future endeavors!

• The world has many problems, you can’t solve everything.
• Between school, work, activism, friends, and family, life can be stressful.
• Take one step at a time, play some music, write things down, or do

whatever you need to do to calm yourself down.
• Take time for yourself. As an activist we can carry the world on our

shoulders, but sometimes we need to prioritize sleep, exercise, and
other outlets for our own well-being.

• Ask for help! This is arguably the biggest challenge of them all, but
sometimes we need to lean on others, such asfriends, family, mentors,
coaches, advisors, etc. Find someone you’re comfortable with and
talk about what’s bothering you, it’s the best way to work through
issues. The PLAN team is also here to help every step of the way.

7

8
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 Leadership Turnover

Whether you are the leader of your program, or a student who has been 
involved throughout your college career, always keep your eyes peeled for 
potential leaders among your ranks. It is useful to identify a younger student 
earlier on in the year that you can envision taking over your program once you 
have gone. This might be a student who shows diligence and a passion to be 
involved at the get-go, or a student who continues to step up their involvement 
throughout the year. That being said, it is certainly an undertaking to transfer 
over leadership roles and responsibilities. Identifying a potential leader earlier on 
can enable you to train the individual throughout the year, and give them 
increasingly weighted tasks to build them up for their new leadership role.

Leadership turnover is inevitable, and important for the longevity of any 
project or program. Reach out to PLAN to assist in this process, by providing 
you and your student-in-training with skill-building resources, as well as advice 
on how to gradually hand over major responsibilities.

For more support on preparing to turn over your project, contact a PLAN 
Campus Coordinator and inquire about their “Passing the Baton” Leadership 
Certification Training!

A useful tool for handing over leadership is an end of year “Project Summary” 
document to provide your student-in-training with once you have gone. This 
document includes:

With any project on a university or college campus, it is a reality that super-
star students playing a monumental role will graduate. Fortunately, there are 
incoming freshmen and transfer students who are often eager to get involved 
in their new campus home, especially in a project working for positive change!

• a summary of your role as a leader
• annual projects and events involved in the position
• contact information for faculty, staff, community members,

and other stakeholders that students will regularly be in
touch with

• any other important tasks involved in the leadership role

http://www.postlandfill.org
http://www.postlandfill.org/workshops-and-certifications/
http://www.postlandfill.org/workshops-and-certifications/
http://www.postlandfill.org/workshops-and-certifications/
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The Post-Landfill Action Network (PLAN) is a national non-
profit that emerged from a move-out program at the 
University of New Hampshire. PLAN cultivates, educates, and 
inspires the student-led zero waste movement. We inform 
students about the waste crisis and equip them with the 
necessary skills and resources to implement solutions to 
waste in their campus communities. PLAN empowers our 
generation to be changemakers. Learn more about PLAN at 
postlandfill.org or reach out to a Campus Coordinator at 
info@postlandfill.org.

In 2010, the nonprofit 5 Gyres Institute began a series of 
scientific firsts by researching plastic in all five subtropical gyres, 
as well as the Great Lakes and Antarctica. In 2014, the 
organization published the first Global Estimate of Plastic 
Pollution, finding nearly 270,000 tons and 5.25 trillion pieces of 
“plastic smog” worldwide. 5 Gyres’ discovery of plastic 
microbead pollution in the Great Lakes inspired a two-year 
collaborative campaign that culminated in voluntary phase-
out by Johnson & Johnson and Procter & Gamble, among 
others, as well as a federal ban, which was signed by President 
Obama in 2015.  Through their new #foamfree Action 
Campaign, 5 this game plan to the problem of polystyrene 
and expanded polystyrene foam—better known as Styrofoam
—which is toxic and non-recyclable. Find out more at 
www.5gyres.org. 

About 

http://www.postlandfill.org
www.5gyres.org
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plastics, offers alternatives to plastic use, consults on legislation, provides 
easy-to-use resources, connects coalition members and facilitates 
collaborations, informs the public on the health and environmental risks 
of plastic through social media and their news portal - Plastic Free Times.  
Check out their website at www.plasticpollutioncoalition.org. You'll find 
extensive resources and information for creating plastic-free programs in 
schools, towns and events. Join the Coalition by signing the online 
petition resolving to refuse single-use plastics.  Participate in quarterly 
coalition calls to learn what's happening in real-time.  Help students join 
PPC at your tabling events by having their signup page open on a 
laptop or circulate the petition on your campaign’s social media 
platforms. Be sure to check out the Plastic Free Times blog for ideas, 
inspiration, and news related to current events, and talk to your Campus 
Coordinator about being in touch with PPC directly.  They're eager to 
help!

Plastic Pollution Coalition (PPC) 
has collaborated and supported PLAN 
and 5 Gyres in developing this Nix the 6 
Guide. PPC is a powerful voice 
addressing the root of plastic pollution. It 
is a global alliance of individuals, 
organizations, businesses, and 
policymakers working toward a 
world free of plastic pollution and its 
toxic impact on humans, animals, 
the ocean and the environment. PPC   
empowers individuals to refuse single-use 

http://www.plasticpollutioncoalition.org/
http://www.plasticpollutioncoalition.org/
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http://www3.epa.gov/region9/marine-debris/pdf/marine-debris-toolkit-epar9-2015.pdf
http://www.5gyres.org
http://www3.epa.gov/region9/marine-debris/pdf/marine-debris-toolkit-epar9-2015.pdf
http://www.vpaf.uni.edu/energy/spotlight/bagexchange.shtml
http://www.pca.state.mn.us/index.php/view-document.html?gid=21760
http://envs.colorado.edu/undergrad_program/C106/ENVS-3001
http://www.treehugger.com/corporate-responsibility/university-of-vermont-cafeteria-adapting-to-false-biodegradability-claims-for-cutlery.html
http://www.scu.edu/sustainability/stewardship/wastefaq.cfm?b=143&c=7179
http://www3.epa.gov/region9/marine-debris/pdf/marine-debris-toolkit-epar9-2015.pdf
http://www.5gyres.org
http://www3.epa.gov/region9/marine-debris/pdf/marine-debris-toolkit-epar9-2015.pdf
http://www.vpaf.uni.edu/energy/spotlight/bagexchange.shtml
http://www.pca.state.mn.us/index.php/view-document.html?gid=21760
http://envs.colorado.edu/undergrad_program/C106/ENVS-3001
http://www.treehugger.com/corporate-responsibility/university-of-vermont-cafeteria-adapting-to-false-biodegradability-claims-for-cutlery.html
http://www.scu.edu/sustainability/stewardship/wastefaq.cfm?b=143&c=7179
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