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Introduction 

This research investigates the urgent environmental crisis, focusing particularly 

on the detrimental effects of plastic pollution and its ecological impact. As 

environmental degradation accelerates, understanding the multifaceted nature of 

this crisis is essential for developing effective solutions. 

Purpose 

The primary aim of this study is to analyse the key drivers of the environmental 

crisis, emphasising the significant role that plastic pollution plays in exacerbating 

ecological challenges. By identifying these drivers, we seek to inform 

stakeholders and policymakers about the critical need for intervention. 

Methods 

To achieve this objective, we employed a systematic literature review approach, 

analysing 159 articles sourced from multiple academic databases. From this 

extensive review, we synthesised 21 relevant studies that provide insights into 

the relationship between human activities and environmental degradation. 

Results 

Our findings reveal that anthropogenic activities are the main contributors to the 

environmental crisis, with plastic pollution identified as a significant factor. The 

study highlights how plastics adversely affect ecosystems, wildlife, and human 

health. Furthermore, the research indicates that plastic pollution exacerbates 

climate change and contributes to biodiversity loss, creating a compounding 

effect on the environment. 

Conclusion 

The ethical implications of these findings underscore the necessity for immediate 

action to mitigate further environmental degradation. By fostering awareness and 

coordinated efforts among stakeholders—including governments, businesses, 

and communities—we can enhance momentum towards achieving the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). This paper not only contributes to the 

discourse on environmental awareness but also proposes actionable strategies to 

combat the ongoing crisis through an ethical lens. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In this day and age, facts about the ecological catastrophe 

are easy to decipher, notice, and even acknowledge. Arguez 

et al. (2020) predicted that every year between 2019 and 

2028 will probably be among the top 10 warmest on record 

worldwide and proposed a temperature score to help explain 

the effects of climate change to the general population. 

According to Post et al. (2019), warming in the Arctic and 

Antarctic might result in mean annual increases of 4°C and 

2°C, respectively. This would have negative effects on 

species, increase methane emissions, and cause a loss of 

land and sea ice (Arnell, 2019). Li (2023) agreed that melting 

polar ice caps, rising sea levels, and glaciers are all effects of 

global warming that impact the economy. 
 

Marine species that consume microplastics suffer from 

various health issues, which can disrupt food chains and 

ecological balance. Research by Rochman et al. (2013) 

indicated that microplastics can accumulate in the bodies of 

marine organisms, leading to toxicological effects that can 

impact reproduction and growth. Shivakrishna et al. (2020) 

noted that oceanic dead or low-oxygen regions now cover 

huge areas of more than 245,000 hectares and are still 

expanding. The authors lamented that these dead zones 

severely affect the oceans’ capability to support life. As 

such, it is clear that human action is leading to a major and 

reckless die-off of species. Furthermore, the presence of 

plastics in the environment can alter habitats, making them 

less hospitable for native species and facilitating the spread 

of invasive species. 
 

The consequences of plastic pollution extend beyond 

marine life, affecting terrestrial ecosystems and 

biodiversity. Sánchez‐Bayo and Wyckhuys (2019) noted 

that a rapid drop in insect populations shows potentially 

terrible effects on human agriculture in particular and plant 

species in general. The authors lamented that Mother Earth 

has been driven into yet another mass extinction event, the 

first of its kind since the Cretaceous Period ended 66 million 

years ago, when above 80% of all living organisms, 

including the dinosaurs, died. According to Qin et al. 

(2020), in August 2017, during Hurricane Harvey, some 

towns received five feet of water in less than 48 hours with 

wind speeds of approximately 212 km per hour. This 

exemplifies the calamities related to environmental 

problems triggered by anthropogenic activities. 

Plastic Pollution 

Plastic pollution is a significant contributor to the 

environmental crisis, with anthropogenic activities leading 

to widespread ecological degradation. The growth of 

plastic production over the past 60 years has resulted in 

serious threats to marine ecosystems (Avio et al., 2017). 

Approximately 300 million tonnes of plastic are produced 

annually, with a substantial portion ending up in oceans 

and waterways. This pollution not only affects marine life 

but also disrupts the natural processes of ecosystems. 

According to Jambeck et al. (2015), an estimated eight 

million metric tonnes of plastic enter the oceans each year, 

highlighting the urgent need for effective waste 

management and reduction strategies. 
 

Ethical Implications 

This research delves into the ethical complexities related to 

environmental issues, emphasising the need for awareness 

and action. The moral significance of nature and the 

responsibilities of producers in contributing to plastic 

pollution are critical areas of focus. The ethical implications 

of plastic pollution extend to intergenerational justice, 

where current actions may compromise the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs. As highlighted by 

Thunberg (2019), the urgency of addressing climate change 

and environmental degradation calls for a collective ethical 

response from individuals, corporations, and governments. 
 

Human Health and Toxicity 

There is a glaring demonstration that the environmental 

crisis has substantial effects on humans. The resilience and 

thermoregulation of species are impacted by decreasing 

body size, which is the third universal response to climate 

change (Gardner et al., 2011; Martin, 2022). These and other 

facts about climate change point to a transformation of the 

Earth and our biological selves. We may argue that it is a 

significant shift not only for the globe but also for our 

bodies, as they are part of it. Trevino et al. (2023) lamented 

the poisonous substances found in newborns and linked 

them to the environment and water sources. Between three 

and six million mortalities annually are linked, in full or in 

part, to air pollution, according to the World Health 

Organization (WHO, 2021). Plastics emit harmful 

substances that can affect human health, leading to toxicity 

and other health concerns. The presence of hazardous 

chemicals in consumer plastics poses risks not only to 

https://orapj.orapuh.org/
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wildlife but also to human populations. Studies have shown 

that chemicals such as bisphenol A (BPA) and phthalates, 

commonly found in plastics, can disrupt endocrine 

functions and lead to reproductive and developmental 

issues (Rudel et al., 2011). The WHO (2022) has also raised 

concerns about the potential health impacts of microplastics 

in drinking water, emphasising the need for further 

research and regulatory measures. 
 

Policy and SDG Alignment 

The alignment of policies with the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) is essential for addressing the 

environmental crisis. Immediate action is necessary to 

mitigate the impacts of plastic pollution and promote 

sustainable practices. The United Nations Environment 

Programme (UNEP, 2022) has called for global cooperation 

to tackle plastic pollution, advocating for policies that 

promote recycling, waste reduction, and the development 

of biodegradable alternatives. By aligning national and 

local policies with the SDGs, stakeholders can work 

towards a more sustainable future that prioritises 

environmental health and resilience. 
 

Research Gaps 

The environmental crisis, particularly in relation to plastic 

pollution, presents a multifaceted challenge that 

necessitates immediate and comprehensive action, as 

emphasised by Sustainable Development Goal 13 (United 

Nations, 2015). This systematic review identifies several 

critical research gaps that warrant further investigation. 
 

Firstly, there is a notable absence of standardised metrics to 

quantify the ecological and health impacts of plastic 

pollution, which hinders the ability to assess its severity 

effectively. This research aims to advocate for the 

development of such metrics to enhance understanding of 

the implications of plastic waste. 
 

Secondly, while existing literature predominantly examines 

consumer behaviour, there is a significant lack of analysis 

regarding the role of producers in contributing to plastic 

pollution. This study seeks to explore how producer 

responsibility can be integrated into policy frameworks, 

thereby holding manufacturers accountable for their 

products. 
 

Thirdly, the majority of research has focused on specific 

regions, particularly in Europe and North America, leaving 

a substantial gap in understanding the impacts of plastic 

pollution in developing countries. This review emphasises 

the necessity for research that encompasses diverse 

geographical contexts to grasp the global ramifications of 

plastic pollution. 
 

Additionally, there is a scarcity of longitudinal studies that 

track the long-term effects of plastic pollution on 

ecosystems and human health. This research intends to 

advocate for such studies to provide insights into the 

persistence of plastics in the environment and their 

cumulative effects over time. 
 

Furthermore, the ethical dimensions of plastic pollution, 

particularly concerning environmental justice and the 

responsibilities of various stakeholders, have not been 

thoroughly examined. This research aims to integrate 

ethical considerations into the analysis of plastic pollution 

and its impacts. 
 

Lastly, there is a pressing need for research evaluating the 

effectiveness of existing policies aimed at reducing plastic 

pollution. This review seeks to identify best practices and 

areas for improvement in policy interventions to inform 

future legislative efforts. By addressing these gaps, the 

systematic review aspires to contribute to a more 

comprehensive understanding of plastic pollution and to 

inform effective strategies for mitigation and policy 

development. 
 

Research Questions 

In light of the identified research gaps regarding plastic 

pollution and its environmental impacts, the following 

research questions have been formulated to guide this 

study: 
 

1. Quantifiable Impact Measures: What 

standardised metrics can be developed to quantify 

the ecological and health impacts of plastic 

pollution on marine ecosystems and human health? 

2. Producer Responsibility Analysis: How can 

producer responsibility be effectively integrated 

into policy frameworks to mitigate plastic 

pollution, and what specific measures can be 

https://orapj.orapuh.org/
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implemented to hold manufacturers accountable 

for their plastic products? 

3. Geographical Disparities: What are the specific 

impacts of plastic pollution in developing 

countries, and how do these impacts differ from 

those observed in developed regions? 

4. Longitudinal Studies: What are the long-term 

effects of plastic pollution on ecosystems and 

human health, and how do these effects evolve over 

time? 

5. Integration of Ethical Considerations: How do 

ethical considerations, particularly regarding 

environmental justice, influence the responsibilities 

of various stakeholders in addressing plastic 

pollution? 

6. Effectiveness of Policy Interventions: What is the 

effectiveness of existing policies aimed at reducing 

plastic pollution, and what best practices can be 

identified to improve future legislative efforts? 
 

Research Objectives 

This systematic review aims to address the multifaceted 

challenges posed by plastic pollution and its environmental 

impacts through the following objectives: 
 

1. To Develop Standardised Metrics: To emphasise 

the necessity for standardised metrics that can 

effectively quantify the ecological and health 

impacts of plastic pollution. 

2. To Explore Producer Responsibility: To 

investigate the integration of producer 

responsibility into existing policy frameworks and 

identify specific measures to hold manufacturers 

accountable for the lifecycle impacts of their plastic 

products. 

3. To Address Geographical Disparities: To examine 

the differential impacts of plastic pollution in 

developing countries compared to developed 

regions. 

4. To Advocate for Longitudinal Studies: To 

underscore the importance of longitudinal studies 

that track the long-term effects of plastic pollution 

on ecosystems and human health. 

5. To Integrate Ethical Considerations: To 

incorporate ethical dimensions into the analysis of 

plastic pollution, particularly concerning 

environmental justice. 

6. To Evaluate Policy Effectiveness: To assess the 

effectiveness of current policies aimed at mitigating 

plastic pollution and identify best practices and 

areas for improvement. 
 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this systematic review is to critically 

evaluate the current state of knowledge regarding plastic 

pollution and its environmental impacts. By synthesising 

existing research, the study aims to identify key gaps in the 

literature, highlight the urgent need for standardised 

metrics, and explore the implications of producer 

responsibility within policy frameworks. Furthermore, the 

review seeks to address geographical disparities in the 

impacts of plastic pollution, advocate for the necessity of 

longitudinal studies, and integrate ethical considerations 

into the discourse surrounding environmental justice. 

Ultimately, this study aspires to provide actionable insights 

and recommendations that can inform policymakers, 

researchers, and stakeholders in their efforts to mitigate the 

pervasive issue of plastic pollution and its detrimental 

effects on ecosystems and human health. 
 

The remaining sections of this study are structured as 

follows: Section 2 examines the theoretical framework, 

Section 3 discusses the methodology, Section 4 presents the 

results, Section 5 analyses and answers the research 

questions, and Section 6 presents the conclusion. 
 

Theoretical Framework 
 

Key Ethical Stance: Consequentialism 

According to Driver (2012), consequentialism is an ethical 

theory that evaluates the morality of actions based on their 

outcomes. In the context of environmental issues, this 

framework assesses the potential consequences of human 

actions on the environment, particularly focusing on how 

these actions can lead to better or worse environmental 

outcomes. 
 

Tying Consequentialism to Environmental Outcomes 
 

Judging Actions by Their Outcomes: Consequentialism 

provides a clear metric for evaluating the goodness or 

badness of actions based on their environmental impact. 

For instance, actions that lead to increased plastic pollution 

https://orapj.orapuh.org/
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are deemed negative due to their harmful effects on 

ecosystems and biodiversity. 
 

Awareness of Repercussions: By applying a 

consequentialist lens, individuals can become aware of the 

repercussions of their choices. This awareness is crucial for 

mitigating environmental damage caused by collective 

human activities, such as littering and the excessive use of 

plastics. 
 

Promoting the Welfare of the Majority: Consequentialism 

emphasises the welfare of the majority, aligning with the 

need for sustainable practices that protect the environment 

for present and future generations. This ethical stance 

supports actions that aim to reduce plastic pollution and its 

detrimental effects on marine life and ecosystems. 
 

Call to Action: The consequentialist approach inherently 

calls for proactive measures to address environmental 

crises. It highlights the moral obligation to act in ways that 

prevent further harm to the environment, thereby 

supporting initiatives aligned with the United Nations 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 
 

In summary, by utilising consequentialism, this research 

not only critiques the ethical complexities surrounding 

environmental issues but also advocates for informed 

actions that can lead to positive environmental outcomes. 

This framework serves as a powerful tool for promoting 

awareness and encouraging responsible behaviour towards 

the environment. 
 

METHODS 
 

Study Design 

Following the approach of Višić (2022), this systematic 

review adhered to the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items 

for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines to 

ensure transparency and comprehensiveness in 

synthesising literature on plastic pollution and its 

environmental impacts. 
 

Eligibility Criteria 

The eligibility criteria for including studies in this review 

were established based on the following parameters: 
 

Inclusion Criteria: 

• Peer-reviewed articles published in English. 

• Studies published between 2009 and 2024. 

• Research focusing on plastic pollution and its 

effects on the environment. 
 

Exclusion Criteria: 

• Non-English language studies. 

• Studies published before 2009. 

• Technical reports, conference abstracts, and online 

presentations that do not provide full research 

findings. 
 

Information Sources 

The software used for this review—Litmaps—was 

acknowledged as highly effective in accessing academic 

resources. Litmaps primarily searches through three major 

research databases: Semantic Scholar, OpenAlex, and 

Crossref, which collectively provide access to over 270 

million articles. It also integrates with other databases such 

as Google Scholar, Scopus, Web of Science, and 

Connected Papers. 
 

To ensure the analysis was based on recent work, 

publication dates were limited to 2009–2024 (the past 15 

years). The search strategy included keywords related to 

“plastic pollution,” “environmental impact,” and 

“sustainability.” 
 

Search Strategy 

The search strategy was developed collaboratively with a 

librarian and included a combination of keywords and 

Boolean operators. The final search was conducted between 

June and July 2025, retrieving over 5,000 papers initially, 

which were later refined based on eligibility criteria. 
 

Study Selection 

Two independent reviewers screened the titles and 

abstracts for eligibility. Full-text articles were retrieved for 

studies meeting inclusion criteria. Discrepancies between 

reviewers were resolved through discussion or consultation 

with a third reviewer. 
 

Data Extraction 

Data were extracted using a standardised form, collecting 

information on: 
 

• Author(s) 

• Year of publication 

• Study design 

• Sample size 

https://orapj.orapuh.org/
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• Key findings related to plastic pollution and 

environmental outcomes 
 

Quality Assessment 

The quality of the included studies was evaluated using the 

following tools: 
 

• CASP (Critical Appraisal Skills Programme): 

Used to assess the methodological quality of 

qualitative studies, focusing on the clarity of the 

research question and the appropriateness of the 

methodology. 

• AMSTAR (A Measurement Tool to Assess 

Systematic Reviews): Applied to assess the quality 

of systematic reviews included in the analysis, 

ensuring adherence to rigorous methodological 

standards. 
 

Data Synthesis 

A narrative synthesis was conducted, highlighting key 

themes and patterns related to plastic pollution and its 

environmental impacts. Quantitative data, where 

applicable, were summarised using descriptive statistics. 
 

PRISMA Flow Summary 
 

Table 1: 

Illustration of PRISMA guidelines. Source: Authors’ initiative 

Stage Description 
Number of 

Studies 
Exclusion Reasons 

Recovery 
Documents obtained 

via database search 
159 — 

Selection 

Articles remaining 

after duplicates 

removed 

150 — 

Records 

chosen 

Articles selected for 

full review 
150 

51 excluded (Conferences/Books 

= 10; Non-English = 4; Old = 27; 

Did not fully cover subject = 13) 

Suitability 
Full-text documents 

assessed 
51 

30 excluded (Did not cover 

subject = 13; Not in English = 4; 

Full text missing = 2; Irrelevant = 

11) 

Inclusion 
Studies included in 

final synthesis 
21 — 

 

Summary 

This methodology outlines a systematic and transparent 

approach to reviewing literature on plastic pollution and its 

environmental consequences, in accordance with PRISMA 

guidelines. By following this structure, the methodology 

ensures rigour, clarity, and alignment with best practices 

for systematic reviews. The analysis provides a critical 

synthesis of carefully selected, recent works addressing the 

impact of plastic pollution on the global environmental 

crisis. 
 

RESULTS 

The results of this systematic review are organised into five 

main themes: Plastic Impact, Ethical Framing, Policy 

Gaps, Publication Trends, and Word Cloud. The first three 

themes highlight the areas of substantive focus in the 

reviewed papers, whereas the last two themes address the 

quality and suitability of the publications. A few additional 

papers examined other environmental concerns outside 

these categories, and one referenced publication focused on 

the systematic review method. 
 

Plastic Impact 

The impact of plastic pollution on marine ecosystems and 

human health is profound. The results reveal that 

microplastics are frequently ingested by marine organisms, 

leading to harmful effects on biodiversity and food chains. 
 

Table 2: 

Studies Indicating Detrimental Effects of Plastics on Biodiversity 

Authors Year Findings 

Avio, Gorbi, & 

Regoli 
2017 

Microplastics threaten marine ecosystems and are 

passed down food chains, affecting nutritional value. 

Thushari & 

Senevirathna 
2020 

Marine life consumes microplastics, causing ecosystem 

damage and human exposure to pollutants. 

Bottari et al. 2024 
Plastic pollution significantly impacts marine 

biodiversity in Italy. 

Bouwman et al. 2018 
Microplastics in freshwater environments – a scoping 

study. 

Weldeman et al. 2020 
Limited long-distance transport of plastic pollution by 

the Orange–Vaal River system, South Africa. 

Galgani 2015 Marine litter: Future prospects for research. 

Ryan 2017 Ingestion of plastics by marine organisms. 

Zimmermann 2019 
Benchmarking the in vitro toxicity and chemical 

composition of plastic consumer products. 

Barnes et al. 2009 
Accumulation and fragmentation of plastic debris in 

global environments. 

 

Diverse Research Contributions: 

Table 2 presents a wide range of contributions from 

different years and regions, reflecting the ongoing global 

investigation into plastic pollution. This diversity 

highlights the complexity of the issue and underscores the 

need for interdisciplinary approaches to understanding its 

full implications. 
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Microplastics and Ecosystem Health: 

Several studies (Avio et al., 2017; Thushari & Senevirathna, 

2020) emphasise that microplastics pose severe threats to 

marine ecosystems. These pollutants are ingested by 

marine organisms, leading to bioaccumulation and 

potential toxicity that disrupts food webs and diminishes 

nutritional value. 
 

Geographical Focus: 

Research such as Bottari et al. (2024) illustrates regional 

perspectives, including the Italian context, which helps 

reveal localised ecological and policy responses. 

Understanding these geographical variations is essential for 

designing targeted interventions. 
 

Limited Long-Distance Transport: 

Weldeman et al. (2020) suggest that plastic pollution may 

have limited long-distance transport in certain river 

systems, an important insight for regional environmental 

management and policymaking. 
 

Ethical Framing 

The ethical implications of plastic pollution are significant, 

particularly regarding the moral responsibilities of 

producers and consumers. The reviewed literature 

highlights the importance of integrating ethical principles 

into responses to environmental crises. 
 

Table 3: 

Studies That Help Frame the Ethical Perspective 

Authors Year Findings 

Gottlieb 2019 
Explores the moral significance of nature and ethical 

responsibilities in environmental stewardship. 

Driver 2012 
Outlines consequentialism as a framework for 

assessing morality through the outcomes of actions. 

Leterme & Tuuri 2023 
Discusses the toxic effects of plastics on marine life and 

the ethical implications of consumption. 

Zimmermann et al. 2019 
Identifies hazardous chemicals in plastics, raising 

ethical concerns about consumer safety. 

 

Moral Significance of Nature: 

Gottlieb (2019) underscores the moral value of nature and 

the ethical duty of humans to engage in environmental 

stewardship. This perspective reframes plastic pollution 

not merely as an ecological problem but as a moral and 

ethical challenge. 
 

Consequentialism as an Ethical Framework: 

Driver (2012) introduces consequentialism as a robust 

ethical basis for evaluating human actions by their 

environmental outcomes. This framework is especially 

relevant where the harmful effects of plastic pollution are 

evident in both ecosystems and human health. 
 

Toxic Effects and Ethical Consumption: 

Leterme and Tuuri (2023) highlight the toxic impacts of 

plastics on marine life, linking these effects to ethical 

consumer behaviour. Their findings encourage individuals 

to make informed, responsible consumption choices that 

consider environmental sustainability. 
 

Hazardous Chemicals and Consumer Safety: 

Zimmermann et al. (2019) expose the presence of hazardous 

chemicals in plastic products, raising ethical questions 

about consumer safety and corporate accountability. This 

reinforces the need for ethical oversight in production and 

regulatory processes. 
 

Interconnected Ethical Responsibilities: 

The ethical discourse across these studies emphasises 

shared moral responsibility among producers, consumers, 

and policymakers. Addressing plastic pollution therefore 

requires a collective ethical response, where all 

stakeholders acknowledge and act upon their respective 

obligations. 
 

Policy Gaps 

The findings reveal significant deficiencies in existing 

policies and regulatory mechanisms addressing plastic 

pollution. Many reviewed studies call for stronger 

legislative frameworks and international cooperation to 

mitigate environmental damage. 
 

Table 4: 

Policy Gaps Identified in Reviewed Literature 

Authors Year Findings 

Feronetta & 

Torretta 
2019 

Open burning of waste in developing countries 

exacerbates pollution and health risks. 

Jambeck et al. 2015 
Stresses the need for comprehensive data on plastic waste 

to inform policy decisions. 

Li 2023 
Discusses the economic impacts of climate change, linking 

them to inadequate environmental policies. 

 

Lack of Comprehensive Data: 

Jambeck et al. (2015) stress the urgent need for reliable and 

comprehensive data on plastic waste generation and 

management. The absence of such data limits policymakers’ 

ability to design effective interventions and evaluate 

existing policies. 
 

https://orapj.orapuh.org/
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Producer Responsibility: 

Feronetta and Torretta (2019) advocate for integrating 

producer responsibility into environmental policy 

frameworks to promote sustainable manufacturing 

practices. Without such mechanisms, producers remain 

largely unaccountable for the life cycle impacts of their 

products.  
 

Geographical Disparities: 

A notable gap exists in the representation of developing 

countries in the literature and policy discussions. Research 

has focused heavily on Europe and North America, leaving 

developing regions underrepresented. This imbalance 

hampers the creation of context-specific, equitable policies. 
 

Longitudinal Studies: 

The scarcity of longitudinal research tracking the 

cumulative effects of plastic pollution over time constitutes 

another gap. Such studies are essential to understanding 

plastic persistence and informing proactive rather than 

reactive policy measures. 
 

Ethical Considerations in Policy: 

The reviewed works also highlight the need to embed 

ethical principles—particularly environmental justice—

into policy design. Addressing plastic pollution requires 

policies that ensure fairness, inclusivity, and the protection 

of vulnerable communities. 
 

Publication Trends 
 

Figure 1: 

Publication Trends by Year 

 
 

Figure 1 illustrates the publication trends by year. A 

substantial majority (approximately 75%) of the studies 

included in this systematic review were published between 

2017 and 2023. 

This concentration of recent publications aligns with the 

study’s objective to evaluate contemporary research on 

plastic pollution and its environmental consequences. The 

focus on recent literature is crucial, as the environmental 

crisis—particularly plastic pollution—is rapidly evolving. 

Recent works are more likely to reflect the latest 

methodologies, policy debates, and scientific evidence, 

ensuring that this review captures the most pertinent 

insights in the field. 
 

Emerging Trends and Implications: 

Recent studies have introduced innovative assessment 

methods, advanced mitigation strategies, and evolving 

ethical discussions around plastic waste management. This 

surge in contemporary publications suggests increasing 

awareness and prioritisation of the plastic crisis among 

researchers, policymakers, and the public. 
 

The findings from these recent studies can inform policy 

decisions and strengthen environmental strategies. 

Policymakers can use the latest research to design data-

driven and ethically sound interventions. The upward 

trend in publications also reflects growing global concern 

about plastic pollution, which can inspire broader 

community engagement, advocacy, and funding for 

sustainable solutions. 
 

Implications of the Timeline: 
 

• The surge in publications between 2017 and 2023 

signals a highly active research community 

committed to addressing the plastic pollution 

crisis. 

• The concentration of recent studies provides a 

robust evidence base for policymaking and 

environmental governance. 

• The increase in scholarly output mirrors 

heightened public awareness and societal 

engagement in environmental sustainability. 
 

DISCUSSION 
 

Ethical Complexities and Environmental Awareness 

The environmental crisis, particularly plastic pollution, 

presents a significant ethical challenge that demands 

immediate attention and action. As articulated by Gottlieb 

(2019), the moral significance of nature and the concept of 

ecological democracy are central to understanding our 
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responsibilities towards the environment. This study aligns 

with Gottlieb’s assertion that ethical considerations must 

guide human behaviour in addressing environmental 

degradation. 
 

The reviewed literature reveals a pressing need for ethical 

scrutiny concerning environmental issues. The moral 

implications of consumption patterns, especially in relation 

to plastic use, are profound. Thushari and Senevirathna 

(2020) emphasised that marine life is adversely affected by 

microplastics, which not only damage ecosystems but also 

pose health risks to humans through the food chain. This 

finding aligns with the results of the present study, 

underscoring the urgent need for ethical accountability 

among producers and consumers alike. 
 

Furthermore, the review highlights the importance of 

treating animals with respect and recognising their integral 

role within the ecosystem. The ethical framework of 

consequentialism provides a lens through which the 

impacts of human actions on the environment can be 

evaluated. By understanding the consequences of human 

choices, individuals and institutions can foster a greater 

sense of responsibility towards mitigating plastic pollution. 
 

Consequences of Plastic Pollution 

The consequences of plastic pollution are far-reaching and 

multifaceted, consistent with findings in the literature. 

Zimmermann et al. (2019) reported that plastics emit toxic 

substances that can induce cytotoxicity, oxidative stress, 

and estrogenicity, adversely affecting both marine and 

terrestrial life. Similarly, Galgani (2015) observed that 

anthropogenic activities, including littering and poor waste 

management, significantly contribute to environmental 

degradation. 
 

The review also identifies a critical gap in quantifiable data 

regarding the severity of the environmental crisis. Gottlieb 

(2019) noted the absence of a reliable measurement scale to 

contextualise environmental degradation, resulting in a 

knowledge gap that hinders effective action. Barnes et al. 

(2019) found that microplastics are ingested by marine 

organisms, leading to bioaccumulation and toxicity within 

food webs. Moreover, Sánchez‐Bayo and Wyckhuys (2019) 

pointed to alarming declines in insect populations, which 

have profound implications for agriculture and food 

security. The interconnectedness of species underscores the 

urgency of addressing plastic pollution to preserve 

biodiversity and maintain ecological balance. 
 

The Role of Stakeholders in Addressing the Crisis 

The complex nature of the environmental crisis, 

particularly plastic pollution, necessitates active 

engagement from multiple stakeholders. The United 

Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), especially 

Goal 13, highlight the urgency for immediate and 

collaborative action to combat climate change and 

associated challenges. This study posits that a synergistic 

approach involving governments, industries, and 

individuals is essential for implementing sustainable 

practices that reduce plastic waste. 
 

Educational initiatives play a vital role in this collaborative 

effort by raising public awareness about the consequences 

of plastic pollution. Empowering individuals with 

knowledge fosters informed decision-making and 

encourages responsible consumption. Research emphasises 

that cultivating environmental stewardship is key to 

driving collective action towards sustainability. 
 

Moreover, the establishment of standardised metrics to 

assess ecological and health impacts is critical for effective 

intervention. Studies by Avio et al. (2017) and Ryan (2017) 

stress the importance of quantifying microplastic ingestion 

by marine organisms to clarify its implications for food 

chains and human health. 
 

Integrating producer responsibility into policy frameworks 

is another crucial strategy. Jambeck et al. (2015) and 

Feronetta and Torretta (2019) highlight that Extended 

Producer Responsibility (EPR) can incentivise 

manufacturers to prioritise sustainability in product design. 

By holding producers accountable for the lifecycle of their 

products, such policies can promote waste reduction and 

stimulate recycling initiatives. 
 

It is also important to recognise the challenges faced by 

developing nations, which often contend with inadequate 

waste management systems and limited resources 

(Bouwman et al., 2018). Studies such as Weldeman et al. 

(2020) advocate for context-sensitive interventions that 

consider the socio-economic and infrastructural realities of 

these regions. 
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In summary, addressing the crisis of plastic pollution 

requires collaboration, public awareness, and robust policy 

frameworks. By fostering cooperation among stakeholders 

and implementing evidence-based strategies, it is possible 

to mitigate the adverse effects of plastic pollution and 

promote environmental sustainability. 
 

Word Cloud 
 

Figure 2:  

Reviewed Publications Word Cloud. Source: Authors’ own initiative. 
 

 
 

Figure 2 presents the word cloud generated from the 

reviewed publications, providing a visual representation of 

the most frequently used terms. The largest term, 

“Environmental,” underscores the primary focus of the 

research. Other prominent words such as “Plastics,” 

“Pollution,” and “Consequentialism” further highlight the 

study’s central themes and ethical framework. 
 

Key Observations from the Word Cloud 

• Central Theme: The prominence of 

“Environmental” reflects the study’s main 

concern—understanding the environmental crisis 

exacerbated by plastic pollution. 

• Focus on Plastic and Pollution: The frequent 

appearance of “Plastics” and “Pollution” indicates 

the research’s focus on the consequences of plastic 

waste, especially in marine environments. 

• Ethical Emphasis: The inclusion of 

“Consequentialism” underscores the ethical 

framework guiding the analysis, emphasising 

moral responsibility in mitigating pollution. 
 

 

Implications of the Word Cloud 

The word cloud has implications for both researchers and 

policymakers. It can guide future studies by identifying key 

research areas, such as sustainability and plastic impact, 

while helping policymakers prioritise interventions. 

Additionally, it serves as an awareness tool to engage the 

public in conversations about sustainability and collective 

responsibility. 
 

Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions 
 

Strengths of the Research 

This study integrates insights from environmental science, 

ethics, and policy to provide a nuanced understanding of 

plastic pollution. By employing consequentialism as its 

ethical framework, it emphasises the moral responsibility of 

individuals and organisations. The interdisciplinary 

approach and the identification of critical research gaps 

enhance its scholarly relevance and policy value. 
 

Limitations 

Despite its contributions, this systematic review faces 

certain limitations. These include potential selection bias 

due to the inclusion of only English-language, peer-

reviewed studies and a temporal focus limited to 

publications between 2009 and 2023. Moreover, variability 

in study design and quality may have affected 

comparability. The exclusion of grey literature and reliance 

on specific databases may have limited comprehensiveness. 

Finally, the thematic focus might have excluded socio-

economic or cultural perspectives on plastic pollution. 
 

Areas for Further Research 

1. Alternative Materials: Investigate biodegradable 

and sustainable substitutes for conventional 

plastics. 

2. Ethical Evaluation Tools: Develop instruments for 

assessing environmental and social impacts across 

product lifecycles. 

3. Community Engagement for SDG 13: Explore 

strategies for mobilising communities through 

education and local partnerships. 

4. Longitudinal Studies: Conduct long-term research 

on the persistence and cumulative effects of plastic 

pollution on ecosystems and health. 
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CONCLUSION 

The findings of this review underscore the need for ethical 

accountability, policy reform, and collective action. Both 

producers and consumers bear responsibility for reducing 

plastic pollution. Policymakers must strengthen 

legislation—such as bans on single-use plastics and EPR 

frameworks—while communities should be engaged 

through education and advocacy. Further research in 

alternative materials, ethical evaluation, and community 

engagement can advance the global effort to combat plastic 

pollution and promote a sustainable future. 
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