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CHAPTER I 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Background 

 

 In October to December 2017, the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) 

aired a documentary series called Blue Planet II presented by Sir David Attenborough. 

He is a renowned British television presenter, author and natural historian (Burgess & 

Unwin, 1984). The series was said to have spurred awareness and discussions on the 

impact of plastic waste in British media, especially on the issue of marine life 

(Henderson & Green, 2020). This is sometimes dubbed the ‘Blue Planet Effect,’ with 

the media heavily emphasizing plastic, centering viewers’ views on environmental 

issues. Around late 2017 to early 2018, British media yielded headlines that inform 

the readers how natural resources have been polluted by plastic. Headlines could be 

found mentioning the existence of plastic fibres in tap waters (Carrington, 2017), 

discussing the amount of plastics found in the ocean (Lindsay, 2018), as well as 

claiming that the Queen of England waging war against plastics after the airing of 

Blue Planet II (Knapton, 2018). In turn, twice the number of people than the previous 

year came to participate in the Great British Beach Clean in 2018, and companies 

claimed to be switching to more environmentally-friendly packages (Thompson, 

2019). In a commentary, Aleksandrowicz (2018) wrote that although attention to 
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products contributing to plastic pollution, such as straws, are good, the points that 

may help reduce landfills and make an impact do not have the same capacity to 

generate headlines.  

 

 There has been increased awareness of plastics in the media, with the emphasis 

of single-use plastics, many targeting consumer behavior and lifestyle (Brink et al., 

2018). The rising momentum of awareness on the impacts of plastics led to the Earth 

Day Network releasing its annual agenda for those participants to focus on, with the 

theme being “Educating and Activating Communities to End Plastic Pollution” 

(Gooljar, 2018). They attribute the year’s choice to the accumulating momentum to 

the topic, associating the impacts of plastics with the endangerment of marine life 

along with the toxins absorbed by the fish. 

 

 The shift in plastic movements is apparent in Indonesia. The country aims to 

reduce their contributions to marine plastic by 70% by 2025 (Pandjaitan, 2020). 

Several cities in Indonesia have already banned the usage or the provision of plastic 

bags in retail stores (Wildan, 2019), however, there are debates on the topic of 

banning it completely. The idea that the topic of ‘plastics’ has caught some 

momentum seems plausible, with some aspects of it gaining the headline-generating 

capacity. 
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 The anti-plastic sentiments displayed worldwide can also be found in Indonesia, 

the second-largest contributor of wastes found in oceans worldwide, following China 

(Puspita, 2018). The head of the Environmental Services Department in Jakarta, 

Andono Warih stated that 7,500 tonnes of waste is produced each day; Warih 

specified that sixty percent of the waste comes from households, twenty-nine percent 

from commercial areas and hotels, as well as eleven percent from public facilities. 

Consumer behavior was named as one factor in the surging amount of waste 

production (Marison, 2019). Grassroots organizations such as ByeByePlasticBags, 

SayaPilihBumi (Sartika, 2019), and companies such as Sustaination (Sustaination, 

n.d), Cleanomics (Cleanomics, n.d)., and the like.  

 

 The single term, ‘plastic’ seems to cover a variety of perspectives. For example, 

from the occurrences above, it is an industry, a material for packaging, and is also an 

environmental concern, as waste that needs reduction. Furthermore, plastics also 

impact health and anthropocentric.Van Jones (2010) exclaimed that poor people, in 

pre-production, consumption, and post-usage and recycling of plastics are harmed 

significantly by the societal addiction to disposability. Indonesian studies among 

people who work in constant interaction with wastes, such as garbage carriers 

(Dalimunthe, 2017) and scavengers (Suryani, 2019) shows that these demographics 

are likely to develop skin diseases. The discourse on the issue of discourse may vary 

in emphasis, covering the bases of various impacts, pressing on the need to look into 

the associations of the term ‘plastic’ in common media. 



4 
 

 

 According to research, news media hold great influence on what people think is 

salient at the time (Bryant & Oliver, 2009). Headlines are an essential part of news, it 

is the first part people read before deciding to consume the article (Dor, 2003).  

Although news outlets aren’t the only sources of news for audiences, headlines are 

the most shared part of an article, spread across social media as well. This makes 

news headlines of prominent outlets as an important aspect to take into account. It is 

also prominent across online news portals. It is without a doubt, digital media plays a 

large part in the lives of Indonesian citizens, with 171,17 million lives actively using 

the internet in 2018 (Asosiasi Penyelenggara Jasa Internet Indonesia, 2019). 

 

 Thus, how these stories are told, even through a single sentence holds 

significance. The Agenda Setting Theory presumes that the media tells the public 

which issues to think about, and the ways in which the public should think about it. 

Media does so by highlighting and omitting aspects of it, this process often referred 

to as ‘framing’ by scholars. A third assumption of the theory is that the media informs 

the public which issues go hand in hand (Griffin, 2018). McQuail (1994) writes that 

mass media holds a role in directing the attention of the public as well as persuading 

their beliefs, and shaping their impressions of reality. 

 

 Several researches Sniderman & Theriault (2004) and Chong & Druckman 

(2007) have suggested that the way news is framed could influence audiences’ 
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opinions about the topic. In the 21st century, there is an influx in sources to access 

news and information, as supported by digital media. Thus, exploring news on a 

digital space is key. The frequency of a certain issue’s coverage in the news, 

highlighted by journalists, is a form of the execution of agenda setting (Kim, 

Scheufele, & Shanaham, 2002). This insinuates that the mass media enforces which 

issues are important. The Agenda Setting theory focuses on which kinds of stories are 

told (Price & Tewksbury, 1997). 

 

 Expanding from that, how stories are understood by audiences refers more to 

the theory of framing. Gregory Bateson first introduced the concept of framing, 

referring to the ways a human mind makes sense of the world, and that the frames 

work when individuals interact with each other (Hallahan, 1999). Goffman (1974) 

then expands the concept, stating that frames are useful to distinguish and label 

information in interpreting situations. The two have claimed that how information is 

framed could prime those exposed to the message, leading them to react a certain way. 

Gail Tuchman and Todd Gitlin saw the uses of framing in news media and 

journalistic practices. The way news is written and presented may be perceived 

differently by audiences. Framing as a theory focuses on the ways news is 

characterized and the various impacts that may have, looking at features such as 

wording. Frames are also more bound by culture (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2006). 

Gitlin (1980) viewed frames as serving three functions: selection, emphasis, and 

exclusion of attributes in a news story. 
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 Based on the background, it is significant and interesting to examine how media 

may have played a role in disseminating the exposure on plastics. This thesis looks at 

online news in Indonesia to investigate the messages about plastics. 

 

 

1.2 Identification of Problem 

 There is a lack of research on how the news covers plastics in Indonesia. It is 

imperative to investigate the portrayals of plastics in largely- accessed Indonesian 

online news portals, especially those that are very often visited as that may logically 

increase the likelihood of exposure to headlines. Apart from making the topic salient, 

past literature have also suggested that media has the ability to frame issues in certain 

ways. There is a need to point out what points have headline-generating capacity. 

Furthermore, it is also as important to understand not just what is said, but how it is 

being said. 

 

 The research focuses on the most popular news portals accessed, investigating 

their portrayal of single-use plastics and its waste through their headlines. Those 

accessing the website may not always read the entire article, but there is a possibility 

of them coming across the headline while scrolling through the page. Seeing as 

plastics is not the sole issue in climate change, such research may help identify what 

could be applied to other facets of the problem. 
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 As seen above, there is a major concern on plastic waste, in terms of the 

mitigation and the management of it. Plastics itself is such a multi-faceted issue, there 

are some views, although commonly pushed by the media, may be contradictory to 

scientific research on the topic. This may shift the conversations away from points 

that are important to significant changes. However, some topics may be more eye-

catching than others, it is significant to identify them. 

 

 It is also as important to identify which subject [of a sentence], whether it be 

the government, businesses, or consumers are directed at with the responsibility of 

certain plastic issues. For example, as seen in few of the news pieces stated in the 

Background above, there are several opinions on what actions to take with plastic 

bags, and which party should be acting to perform them. There may be social impacts 

of policies such as bans, and parties that may be impacted by such. There could be 

certain differences in capabilities of plastic-managing actions by different parties, 

thus being of importance to trace where criticism is directed. This study traces the 

influx of the issue’s mentions in these media outlets, noticing the trends and 

identifying the areas of media’s interest within them, as well as the linguistic features 

or preferred diction, determining the agenda and describing frames used.  
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1.3 Statement of Problem 

Based on the statement of problems above, the following research question can be 

drawn: 

 

1. How do Indonesian online news portals portray single-use plastics? 

This focuses on three points: a) what topics are being covered, b) who is doing what 

in response to either mitigating or managing plastics, and c) what attitudes or 

emotions are associated with it. 

 

1.5 Research Objective: 

Based on the research questions drawn above, the following research objective can be 

inferred: 

 

1. To investigate the ways in which topics about single-use plastics are 

portrayed over time in online Indonesian news portals through headlines, specifically 

looking at the diction used and who the responsibility of mitigating or managing 

plastics are attributed to in the news, identifying certain frames, exploring the 

attitudes regarding the single-use plastics and our responses conveyed through the 

headlines. 
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1.6 Significance of Research 

The research could be beneficial in several aspects: 

 

a. Social : This is an applied social research, thus the results can be used 

in further understanding of local news media’s take on environmental issues, and how 

it informs the public on the topic. 

 

b. Academic: The results of this research may add to the vast pool of 

knowledge within academia, increasing insights in this topic geographically. 

 

 

1.7 Organization of the Study 

The research report is divided into six chapters in total, excluding the appendices. It is 

organized as follows: 

Chapter 1: Introduces the background issue, the topics, the research question, 

objectives, the significance of the study 

Chapter 2: Emphasizes the context and the scope of the study, further setting the 

premise for the research 

Chapter 3: Explores past literature  related to the concepts investigated in the research 

Chapter 4: A clear explanation on the design methodology. It consists of 

operationalization, research design, population and sampling, data collection, data 

analysis, reliability and validity. 
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Chapter 5: The results of the research, analysis and discussion in relation to theories 

Chapter 6: As the final chapter, it is comprised of the research conclusion and 

suggestions for future studies. 

  


