0CEAN GRATITUDE:

Nourishing and restoring our relationship to the
ocean as a solution to marine plastic pollution.
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INTRODUCTION

Field Sites

What do you think of when you think of the ocean?
There is a high probability that a feeling was attached to that thought. A cascade of
neurochemicals travelled neural pathways, the “encoders of perception and action”, in
your brain and elicited an emotion.
How might that fact be used to help solve marine plastic pollution?
Current research highlighted in the book Blue Mind shows that being near (in, on, under)
water creates a positive emotional effect on us. Altruism is also a “feel good” experience.
Doing good feels good. Doing good together, near water, feels better.
We designed and piloted a program that includes a beach-cleanup and citizen science
but is structured to maximize the positive emotions of participants while they are near the
water so that those emotions become the driver for an ocean-friendly lifestyle.
Ocean Gratitude was developed as an experience as opposed to an event to inspire
insight, restore our relationship to the ocean and each other and translate that into
individual action. While the beach is cleaned up and awareness raised, time spent by the
water together sharing a common activity brings feelings of appreciation, joy, wonder,
creativity, empathy, awe and other positive emotions. That simple but powerful blue mind
connection can drive a self-motivated societal shift, be a catalyst to reduce plastic use
and become part of the solution to marine plastic pollution.

METHODS
Traditional beach clean-ups and quantifying what has been picked up are
increasing in popularity, but are they effective in solving the root of the problem?
What happens after the event ends?
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We propose that by bringing people together at sites around the North Atlantic
through regular common activity designed to observe, care for and enjoy the
coasts with others we will cultivate awareness leading to positive action towards
reducing plastic pollution.

INTENTION
• Slow participants down to appreciate the coast.
• Introduce them to the state of being called Blue Mind: neuroscience shows
being near, in, on or under water has a positive effect on our emotional health.
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• Challenge their perception of ocean plastic pollution.
• Make the proportion of single-use plastic and plastic in general that is picked up
apparent.
• Provide sense of accomplishment through recording litter removed, but more
importantly provide insight into the issue and one’s relationship to it.
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• Empower to make ocean-friendly lifestyle changes.
• Foster community and positive feelings. Support self-motivated behavioral
change.

Jupiter, Florida

METHOD

Proportion of single-use plastic
and total plastic collected.
Summer 2017 – Winter 2018
(5,000+ pieces)

• Conceptualize an ocean conservation experience, not an event. Experience
carries on beyond the time spent together.
• P
 ilot and revise program at sites around the North Atlantic to field test in
different latitudes, seasons, generations and cultures.

Plastic Pieces

• C
 reate and refine data cards and a pre/post survey to measure participants
recognition of the marine plastic pollution problem and willingness to reevaluate
their role in solving it.
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DATA CARD:
Slow down and observe nature.
Evaluate initial perception.

PRE/POST
SURVEY

Pick up and record debris.
 hare observations and answer
S
post survey as a group.
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North Atlantic Communities

 tate intention to reduce
S
plastic use.

• C
 ultivate ocean-friendly lifestyles, conscious consumers and ocean activism
by meeting quarterly at hosted sites around the North Atlantic to support and
inspire each other.

CONCLUSION

• Collect subjective evaluations from site hosts.
• Share outcome and images through a digital hub via Wildbluesea.org.

RESULTS
Ocean Gratitude has been received with enthusiasm on all occasions and shows great
promise. The program led to shared observations of both the issue and the beauty of
the shore and created a bonding experience. Participants became engaged, inquisitive
and enthused. They felt empowered to make a positive impact on solving the issue and
inspired to continue the exploration by returning in 3 months.
Participants consistently underestimated the amount of plastic on their beach and rated
the problem in the North Atlantic as 1-6 on a 1-10 scale. After clean-up, participants
consistently rated the amount and the problem as greater than before they cleaned up.
The exception was at Nags Head. Survey responses were exactly the same before
and after, “except that everyone said they felt like they’d be more aware of their plastic
use, specifically with plastic straws because many of them said it’s just habit to accept
straws at restaurants, even though they’ve decreased single use plastic use at home”.
It was insightful to see the level of awareness vary from location to location. That is
another trend we can track that hasn’t been identified yet.
In January 2018, four sites collected 4,129 pieces of plastic. All sites responded to the
survey that they were “very likely” or “definitely” likely to use less plastic, an indicator of
an effective program.
Collective survey answers and discussion by participants indicate this sciencebased Blue Mind approach of altruistic action, program continuity and restoring one’s
connection to the ocean and each other is more effective at creating lasting change
and reducing plastic pollution than traditional clean-up events.

“Knowing what to do isn’t enough.” Dr. Phil

FIELD TESTS: 3 countries, 7 sites, 150 participants
Beach clean-up and activity.

•
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•
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Beach clean-up and activity. Developed a unique data card to record
subjective observations and quantify common single-use items with
“all other plastic” a separate line item. Group activity.

• Jupiter, FL
• Pett Level, East Sussex, UK

Meetup with a cleanup and social activity. Revised data card. Added
pre/post survey with 12 multiple choice or true/false questions filled
out individually.

• Jupiter, FL
• Wrightsville Beach, NC
• Pett Level, East Sussex, UK

Ocean conservation program featuring beach-clean up, data collection,
pre/post survey (answered together as a group) and social activity.
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Activities have included yoga, rock balancing, making Junkanoo inspired art from plastic collected, bonfire and plasticfree potluck, meditation, pizza social, burning bowl ceremony, writing salty limericks, seashell painting, marine biologist
presentation and watching a David Bowie music video filmed on the beach that had just been cleaned.

Historically, public education and awareness solutions have focused on explaining the issue of plastic pollution over providing insight into an individual’s relationship to the issue. Prior to
recent discoveries in the field of neuroscience, the scientific community shied away from valuing emotions. But, by including the emotional value of water in conservation programs, we
align ourselves with the natural world in a profound way.
It became clear to all site hosts that Ocean Gratitude is more than a beach clean-up. It became a valuable way to nurture genuine and lasting connections to the ocean and each other,
strengthen communities and become more compassionate conservationists. The program will benefit by further developing methodology to measure perception changes and subjective
observations. The number of sites are currently being expanded and a formalized program being completed.
By linking locations around the North Atlantic Ocean through regular common activities designed to observe, care for and enjoy the coast with others and by engaging an online
community and providing a place to interact, collaborate and support each other, we can nourish our relationship to water and begin to make a difference in restoring healthy oceans. As
research, policy and education address marine plastic pollution, our own perceptions and behavior are also key components to the solution.
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