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Abstract

Stakeholder involvement is pivotal EU governance. In this paper, we complete a stakeholder
analysis of the European Chemicals Agency’s recent Annex XV restriction proposal process
on intentionally added microplastics. The aim of this study is to map the interests, influence
and importance of active stakeholders in order to understand the arguments being put for-
ward by different stakeholders and provide recommendations to policy-makers on how to
ensure a balanced consideration of all stakeholder perspectives. Stakeholders were identi-
fied through niche media analysis and by scrutinising comments from the public consultation
on the restriction proposal. Their importance and influence were mapped using three
approaches: “scale from low to high”, “psychometric scale” and “qualitative ranking”. We
identified 205 different stakeholders out of which 77 were industry and trade associations,
25 were large companies and only four were small and medium-sized enterprises. National
authorities and researchers did not comment on the restriction proposal, whilst large compa-
nies were very active providing comments. Industry trade associations and sports-related
non-governmental organizations articulated anxiety about the costs associated with the
implementation of the restriction proposal. Among environmental non-governmental organi-
zations, there was consensus that plastics should be handled like other substances under
EU’s chemical regulation. Primary stakeholders identified exhibited high importance, but
varying degrees of influence, while the opposite applied to the major European institutions.
Based on our analysis, we recommend that: The European Chemicals Agency implement
measures to include “silent” stakeholders and invite guest experts to participate in their com-
mittees on Risk Assessment and Socio-Economic Analysis; Researchers should be more
active in the public consultation; and that special emphasis should be put on helping small
and medium-sized enterprises. With regards to stakeholder consultation, we find that media
analysis is a good supplement to stakeholder analysis and that a more objective top-down
measure of stakeholder importance and influence is needed.
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Introduction

Governments across the world have initiated regulatory action and strategies to combat the
growing problem of plastic pollution. In Europe, the European Commission (EC) published
“A European Strategy for Plastics in a Circular Economy” in January 2018, calling for the
European Parliament and Council to sanction a new circular plastic strategy that would pres-
ent two overall visions for Europe’s future plastic economy. First of all, Europe’s plastic indus-
try should produce”smart, innovative and sustainable plastics” [1], and second, European
citizens, governments and industry should support the sustainable production and consump-
tion of plastics [1]. In the strategy, the EC stated that the transition to a more circular plastic
economy required action from all stakeholders in the plastic value chain-from producers, to
consumers and to recyclers [2]. The EC therefore called for’national and regional authorities,
cities, the entire plastics value chain, and all relevant stakeholders”, to take”unrelenting action”
[1]. The circular economy strategy was followed by the release of “A circular economy for plas-
tics” [3], a report presenting a list of recommendations and actions to be taken, with a strong
focus on regulatory incentives. One of the policy recommendations was to educate and sup-
port citizens, companies and investors on the transition to a circular economy [3]. Another
recommendation in the strategy was to develop open collaboration platforms to inform indus-
try, governments and citizens [3]. Most recently, the EU council adopted a conclusion on the
transition, in which it is stated that”The Council calls for action to promote circularity systemi-
cally across the value chain, including from the consumer perspective” [4]. The recommenda-
tions in the strategy, as well as the conclusion from the Council, mentioned above all concerns
regarding stakeholder involvement, which was viewed as a key component in the transition
towards a more circular plastic economy.

Stakeholder involvement is also one of the cornerstones of the EU’s governance-based pol-
icy strategy [5, 6] and is meant as a way of increasing the efficiency and transparency of regula-
tion [5]. In order for these goals to be met, it is vital that all relevant stakeholder groups are
involved in the governance process. The general belief is that those who might be affected by
future regulatory initiatives deserve to be involved and have their opinions heard, and further-
more they possess valuable knowledge and information that is relevant when considering the
formulation of regulatory initiatives [7]. The successful involvement of stakeholders can addi-
tionally secure not only well-contemplated action and smooth implementation, but also the
long-term viability of the implemented regulatory actions. Also, stakeholders in civil-societal
positions are often better positioned for the early identification of problematic regulatory
issues, as they are more directly influenced [8].

The EU governance system has been criticised for not democratically including EU citizens,
resulting in the alienation of EU policy [6]. Initiatives like the “Europe for citizens” project
have therefore been initiated, in order to encourage and support participation in EU policy-
making [9]. However, stakeholder involvement (including citizens and their NGO representa-
tives) is still largely dominated by institutionalised public consultations [10]. In order to gain
stronger influence over policy processes, stakeholders tend to form so-called “advocacy coali-
tions” with other stakeholders that share their interest in a specific topic [11, 12]. Through
such coalitions, the individual stakeholder gains a stronger common mandate for influencing
the policy process [13], which has been shown to affect EU policymaking processes [14]. The
question is, if this formalised inclusion of stakeholders is sufficient to ensure the inclusion of
all stakeholders, as the governance framework intends to facilitate [15, 16]. An analysis of how
stakeholders communicate and seek influence in policy processes can provide important infor-
mation about whether all relevant stakeholders are accounted for in technical hearing pro-
cesses. One strategy that has been used extensively in a diverse set of areas for this type of
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analysis, and which is scientifically recognised, is stakeholder analysis (SA) [17, 18]. SAis a
decision-support tool, or conglomeration of tools, used to identify, categorise and manage
stakeholders from a corporate management, business or regulatory perspective [19]. Ulti-
mately, SA aims to inform decision-makers on involved stakeholders’ interrelations, behav-
iours, agendas, interests and their potential to intervene in the project at hand [20]. SA is
normally said to consist of four overall steps: i) stakeholder identification, ii) mapping of stake-
holder interests and motives, iii) mapping of stakeholder importance and influence and iv)
stakeholder strategy. SA can be conducted either as a bottom-up approach, where stakeholders
are involved through structured or semi-structured interviews and surveys, or as a top-down
desktop approach, conducted by a research team [19]. The two approaches have different
strengths and weaknesses. Where the top-down approach might reflect the biases of the people
conducting the analysis and do not actively include stakeholders, thereby missing local knowl-
edge [19], the bottom-up approach suffers from being resource-demanding and time-consum-
ing [21, 22]. Furthermore, although mapping and assessing stakeholder importance and
influence are pivotal to SA, Reed and co-authors noted almost a decade ago, that only limited
or vague guidance exists on how to do this correctly [19].

In order to review and investigate the pros and cons of top-down desktop SA approaches in
general, and methods for assessing stakeholder importance and influence specifically, we
started by looking at stakeholder discussions evolving around the European Chemicals
Agency’s (ECHA) recent proposal for a restriction dossier on intentionally added microplas-
tics [23]. The proposal is a good case to study, as many different stakeholders have already spo-
ken out for and against the restriction proposal (S1-520 Tables). For instance, the chemical
industry branch organisation in the EU (CEFIC) has criticised the microplastics definition
used by the ECHA for being”too broad”, leaving”room for interpretation” and making the
implementation and enforcement of restrictions”challenging” (S3 Table). In contrast, the
European Environment Bureau (EEB), an umbrella organisation for NGOs in EU, has argued
that the restriction proposal represents a significant step forward, but it strongly warns that the
draft law will only restrict cleansing products made by firms that have already pledged to stop
using microplastics. Therefore, the EEB argues that the proposal imposes unnecessary delays
for most industrial sectors and excludes some biodegradable polymers [24].

The aim of this study is to conduct a SA of the active stakeholders within the regulatory
microplastic debate in order to understand the arguments being put forward by different
stakeholders and provide recommendations to policy-makers on how to ensure a balanced
consideration of all stakeholder perspectives. This includes: (i) identify stakeholders actively
participating in the debate on microplastic regulation, including an evaluation of using niche
media analysis and scrutiny of a public consultation to identify stakeholders, (ii) to understand
their interests and motives and identify possible advocacy coalitions, (iii) to map their impor-
tance and influence, to ensure viable future regulatory decisions, including an assessment and
evaluation of three approaches for assessing stakeholder importance and influence, and lastly,
(iv) to evaluate the overall applicability of top-down SA with the aim of providing recommen-
dations for the further development of SA methodologies.

Background to the ECHA'’s restriction proposal on microplastics

In January 2019, the ECHA submitted what is known as a “registration dossier,” to restrict the
use of intentionally added microplastic particles to consumer or professional-use products of
any kind [23]. This action came after a six-month process that started with the European Com-
mission asking the ECHA to prepare an Annex XV restriction dossier-and after a public call
for information and stakeholder consultation [23]. The restriction proposal focuses on
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“intentional” uses of microplastics, defined in the restriction dossier as follows:”“microplastic”
means a material consisting of solid polymer-containing particles, to which additives or other
substances may have been added, and where > 1% w/w of particles have (i) all dimensions
Inm < x < 5mm, or (ii), for fibres, a length of 3nm < x < 15mm and length to diameter ratio
of >3” [23].

In the proposal, the ECHA specifically proposes the implementation of three types of mea-
sures. First is a restriction on placing microplastics on their own or in mixtures on the market,
which applies for uses that inevitably result in environmental releases. This measure must be
implemented over a transitional period, to allow sufficient time for stakeholders such as the
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and the industry to comply with the restriction.
For instance, detergents that contain polymeric fragrance encapsulation, and”leave-on cos-
metic products” (such as moisturiser, make-up, lipstick, hair care and hair-styling products),
have a suggested 5- and 6-year transition period, respectively, to allow for reformulation and
transition to alternatives.

Second, labelling is required from 2021 for items such as construction products, medical
products and devices, food supplements, paints and coatings, printing ink and oil and gas,
whereby microplastics are not inevitably released into the environment but where residual
releases could occur if they are not used or disposed of appropriately.

Finally, reporting requirements apply to any downstream users of microplastics at indus-
trial sites and any importer or downstream user placing a substance or mixture containing
microplastics on the market. Specifically, information on polymer identity, a description of the
use of microplastics, the quantity of microplastics and the estimated or measured quantity
thereof released into the environment have to be reported to the ECHA for the previous year.
This information is then compiled by the ECHA and published annually, in order to monitor
the effectiveness of the restriction and indicate to organisation if there is a need for further
action related to those uses of microplastics that are currently exempted from the proposed
restriction [23].

The ECHA believes that these proposed measures will address mixtures that present a risk
to the environment, which is currently not adequately controlled, due to the “extreme”-and
arguably permanent—persistence of microplastics in the environment contributing to a pro-
gressively increasing environmental stock, and future exposures exceeding safe thresholds.
Furthermore, ECHA finds that the relevant risk characterisation could be considered in terms
of when safe thresholds will be exceeded, rather than if this occurs [25].

It is estimated that the implementation of the proposed measures will result in a cuamulative
emission reduction of approximately 400,000 tons of microplastics over a 20-year period at a
cost of approximately €9.4 billion. Quantification is not possible for all sectors, but the average
cost effectiveness of avoided emissions is estimated to be €23/kg per year, ranging from €1/kg
to €820/kg per year [26].

It is important to note that the intention of the proposed restriction is not to regulate the
use of polymers in general but only when specific conditions are met that identify polymers as
being microplastics and when their use results in environmental releases. It follows that micro-
plastics formed in the environment as a result of inappropriate and ineffective disposal are
considered beyond the scope of the restriction proposal. In the process leading up to the publi-
cation of the restriction dossier, many different stakeholders made contributions to the
ECHA’s call for evidence and engaged in a stakeholder workshop and bilateral discussions.
The call for evidence follows a long tradition in the European Union featuring the involvement
of interested parties that might be affected by proposed regulatory actions and initiatives [5].

A consultation process on the restriction proposal was furthermore completed by the
ECHA at the end of September 2019, in which it repeatedly welcomed specific stakeholder
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input, i.e. test methods and pass/fail criteria in relation to clarity, appropriateness, practicality
and predictability for assessing the (bio)degradation of microplastics; information to assess the
implications of the restriction on granular infill material used in synthetic turf (i.e. granules
produced from end-of-life tyres or other synthetic elastomeric materials); the proposed con-
centration limit of 0.01% weight by weight (w/w) intended to prevent the intentional use of
microplastics; the availability of analytical methods that can be used to detect and quantify
microplastics in the products above and the presence and concentration of microplastics in a
substance or a mixture classed as an impurity [23, 27].

The ECHA’s registration dossier is currently subject to a conformity check by the Risk
Assessment Committee (RAC) and the Socio-economic Analysis Committee (SEAC), both of
which, every eight and ten months, respectively, have to provide their input to the Commis-
sion on the ECHA’s recommendation [28]. The RAC and SEAC’s final opinions are scheduled
to be available by March 2020 [29]. Within three months of receiving the opinions of the two
committees, the Commission will evaluate the identified risks, benefits and costs of the pro-
posed restriction. If the Commission deems that the identified risks pose an unacceptable risk
that has to be addressed on an EU-wide basis, it will provide a draft amendment to the list of
restricted substances under the EU’s chemical legislation. This draft will then enter a comitol-
ogy procedure, with scrutiny involving the EU member states and the European Parliament
[30]. According to the ECHA [23], the proposed restriction will enter into force in 2021.

Methodology

As the bottom-up approaches to SA are time-consuming and resource-demanding, they are
not appropriate as initial stakeholder screening methods, but they may be applicable at a later
stage in the policy process. However, many top-down SA versions have been proposed since
Freeman published a key piece of literature in 1984 [19, 31-33]. In this paper, we apply SA as
formulated by Rietbergen-McCracken and Narayan [34] in their work from 1998 prepared for
the World Bank, as it has a strong policy focus compared to other versions, which are more
corporate business-oriented [31, 35, 36]. The approach is a four-step procedure including:
Step 1, Stakeholder identification; Step 2, Assessment of stakeholder interests; Step 3, Assess-
ment of stakeholder importance and influence, and lastly Step 4, Formulation of a stakeholder
strategy plan [34]. Step 4 is not included in our analysis, as we aim to provide a set of recom-
mendations rather than a strategy plan.

Stakeholder definition

What constitutes a “stakeholder” or “stakeholders” is key for SA, as it pre-determines who
might and might not be identified as being important enough to include in the analysis. The
terms have been widely applied with increasing popularity in various contexts since the 1980s
[31, 35, 37]. Likewise, numerous definitions have been published on what can be classed as a
stakeholder [31, 38, 39], which is why a clear explanation of the term is pivotal in order to
know to whom one is referring [40]. In the context of this paper, we use an adapted version of
the stakeholder definition proffered by Engi and Glicken [38], namely”An individual or group
influenced by-and/or with an ability to significantly impact (either directly or indirectly)-the
European Union (EU) regulation of microplastics and which have actively participated in the
regulatory debate”.

Stakeholder identification

A variety of methods for identifying stakeholders are available in the literature. These include,
but are not limited to, focus groups, semi-structured interviews, snowball sampling, simple
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brainstorm activities and media analysis [19, 34, 41]. In this study, we identified stakeholders
within the field of microplastics regulation in Europe by scrutinising articles from Chemical-
Watch, Ends, EURACTIVE and EUobserver to identify stakeholders publicly speaking out
specifically on the ECHA'’s restriction proposal, as well as on the regulation of microplastics in
general. The first published news article on microplastics in the four online media scrutinised
dates back to 2013 and our analysis therefore includes articles published in the period from
2013 to September 2019. Hansen and Baun [42] have previously applied a similar method for
the use of nano-silver. ChemicalWatch, Ends, EURACTIVE and EUobserver were chosen
because they broadly represent specialised niche media and non-profit, independent newspa-
pers, which cover, among other things, the latest trends and developments in chemical and
plastics legislation in Europe [43-46]. All four news media were scrutinised for hits on micro-
plastic*. The new ECHA restriction proposal for Registration, Evaluation, Authorisation and
Restriction of Chemicals (REACH) Annex XV on microplastics was released late January 2019
for public consultation, and it ended late September of the same year. In addition to those
stakeholders identified through the analysis of the niche news media, we meticulously went
through the comments provided for the restriction proposal, to identify further stakeholders
that may not have spoken on the subject in the public media.

All relevant stakeholders were noted, listed and categorised into eight stakeholder groups:
National NGOs, International NGOs, National authorities, International authorities, Large
companies, SMEs and Industry and trade associations (ITAs) and, Academia and researchers.
Furthermore, the stakeholders were categorised as primary, secondary or tertiary according to
Lienert [47]. The author defines primary stakeholders as all direct beneficiaries, primary pro-
duction (industry) and end-users (consumers), whilst secondary stakeholders support or pro-
vide services to the primary stakeholders, examples of which include NGOs, researchers and
local authorities. Finally, tertiary stakeholders include all governmental bodies, national
authorities and international authorities. For each stakeholder group, important representa-
tives were selected for further analysis. The categorisation of stakeholders serves as a mean to
secure that stakeholders on all levels are included in the analysis and provides an overview of
the role and function of the stakeholders identified [47].

Stakeholder interests

Mapping stakeholder interests is essential for SA and can be performed in different ways.
Montgomery [48], for instance, published a guidance note on SA that included a checklist for
drawing out the interests and hidden agendas. The checklist includes a range of self-reflection
questions like “What are the stakeholders expectations to the project?” and “What benefits are
there likely to be for the stakeholders?”. Stakeholders’ interests can also be deduced by bottom-
up approaches like structured and semi-structured stakeholder interviews and questionnaires
[19]. In this study, we determined stakeholder interests by analysing and synthesising individ-
ual comments provided on the REACH Annex XV restriction proposal. Furthermore, the
opinions and statements of the stakeholders speaking out in the four niche media formats
were analysed and synthesised to derive underlying motives and interests. Also, the checklist
by Montgomery [48] were partly applied to secure a critical evaluation. In order to provide an
in-depth analysis of the stakeholders’ interests, the comments and statements were analysed
and sorted into five categories: Criteria, Principles, Scientific argumentation, Research needs
and Other. The category Criteria includes all statements on what the stakeholders would like
to have or, in other words, everything related to the “underlying benchmarks” used by the
stakeholders to assess or define whether or not, and under what conditions, the proposed
restriction is preferred. Examples of these criteria include administrative costs, health benefits
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and environmental protection. Principles used by stakeholders refer to absolute value prefer-
ences that cannot be compromised, e.g. human rights [49]. In the case of the proposed restric-
tion proposal, Principles also refer to statements related, for example, to the precautionary
principle or other environmental principles. Scientific argumentations are statements in which
stakeholders refer to scientific opinions, technical insights and academic reflections when voic-
ing their opinions, including making reference to the scientific literature. Research needs
encompass statements regarding scientific uncertainty specifically, regulatory uncertainty in
general and identified knowledge gaps, and finally, Other includes all other stakeholder state-
ments and comments of relevance to this analysis.

Importance and influence

Assessing, mapping and measuring stakeholders’ importance and influence is challenging, and
the literature only provides vague guidance on how to achieve this goal [19]. The latter espe-
cially is difficult, as there exists no commonly applied yardstick [50, 51]. Approaches to assess-
ing stakeholders’ or interest groups’ influence include process-tracing, assessing attributed
influence and establishing differences between stakeholder preferences and the actual policy
outcome [51]. However, these methodologies are either bottom-up approaches or backwards
analyses, tracing back the initiatives and activities that led to the final policy outcome. As back-
wards analyses are not applicable for ongoing, incomplete policy processes, and due to the
complexity and resource requirements of bottom-up approaches, they are not considered in
this study. However, a commonly applied top-down approach is to evaluate importance and
influence qualitatively on a scale from high to low [19, 52, 53]. Also, grading the importance
and influence on a Likert scale has been applied in various formats, i.e. according to different
scales [33, 54, 55]. Lastly, the literature suggests ranking stakeholders in comparison to each
other by placing them on a horizontal axis from high to low [56]. In this study, we applied all
three approaches, in order to assess their feasibility.

Once the stakeholders’ relative importance and influence has been assessed, they can be
mapped in an importance-influence matrix, also called the”interest-power matrix” [19, 57].
The matrix is a tool to prioritise stakeholders [19] but also serves as a mean to identify poten-
tial vulnerable stakeholders—e.g. stakeholders with a lot at stake but limited power to influence.
In theory, the matrix categorises stakeholders according to how they should be managed from
a project owner’s perspective. Stakeholders with low importance and low influence can largely
be ignored, because they cannot affect the strategy plan and will not be affected by it. Stake-
holders with high importance and low influence should be “protected,” as they have limited
means unless they unite in coalitions, but their needs should be met for the initiative to be suc-
cessful. Stakeholders with low importance and high influence should be continuously consid-
ered, informed and monitored, as they could be potentially disruptive for the forming and
implementation of the strategy plan. These stakeholders can be managed with minimum effort
as long as they remain positive about the project at hand. Finally, stakeholders with high
importance and high influence need to be considered key players in the development of the
strategy plan, meaning that they have to be actively included and that their needs have to be
addressed [58]. The combinations of high and low importance and influence and stakeholder
categories are named differently in the literature according to the scope and the context of
each project [58-60].

The commonly applied methods for the top-down assessment of stakeholder importance
and influence are all qualitative and somewhat subjective [19, 34, 56]. All methods are based
on a synthesis and judgement building upon a thorough description and scrutiny of the indi-
vidual stakeholders, and proxy measures for importance and influence are used in some cases
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as justification for the ranking. This might lead to very different analyses and conclusions, and
so for this reason, we applied three different approaches to estimating stakeholder importance
and influence, and for assessing their feasibility: (i) “Scale from low to high”, (ii) “Psychometric
scale” and (iii) “Qualitative ranking”. In our analysis, importance refers to stakeholders’ level
of interest in the microplastics regulation. It can also be regarded as denoting “how much” the
stakeholders have “at stake”. Influence is the perceived power of the stakeholders to affect reg-
ulatory decisions, and in this regard their importance and influence were derived from an
analysis of who they are, drawing upon the stakeholder identification step and the analysis of
their interests and expressed opinions.

The first method we used was labelled “scale from low to high” and involved qualitatively
assessing the importance and influence of all identified stakeholders on a low-to-high scale.
Loudon and Rivett [61] and Hsu and Lin [62] used this approach in their SA on success in
local governance in South Africa and for assessing the benefits of a national park in Taiwan,
respectively. However, for both cases, it is not clear how they actually derived importance and
influence. Reed and co-authors [19] previously applied this approach for evaluating stake-
holder interest and influence relating to a British land-use restoration programme, with the
finer point that power was categorised by expert judgement according to Galbraith [63] into
sources and instruments of power. More recently, Eyassu [52] applied the approach in her SA
on sustainable forest management in Ethiopia. She assessed importance and influence based
on a stakeholder description focusing on the stakeholder’s role in the project at hand. Hansen
and Baun [42] took the method one step further, also using stakeholders’ legal prerogative in
the EU, total revenue and number of employee as proxy measures of influence. Using this
approach in this paper, ranking the importance and influence on a scale from low to high, we
adapt the methodology employed by Hansen and Baun [42].

The second method that we used was named the “Psychometric scale,” as the importance
and influence of the different stakeholders was to be assessed on a psychometric scale based on
a review of the stakeholders. This approach is not as prevalent in the literature as the method
involving scaling stakeholders from low to high, but it has previously been adapted for evaluat-
ing stakeholders’ influence on the implementation of construction projects in Sweden [54].
Olander and Landin [54] used a Likert scale ranging from 0 to 10, with 0 indicating no impor-
tance/influence, and 10 indicating high importance/influence. Similarly, for a study of stake-
holders” environmental influence in the Spanish hotel industry, Céspedes-Lorente and
colleagues [55] assessed stakeholder importance and influence on a Likert scale ranging from 0
to 10, with 0 and 10 representing low and high importance/influence, respectively [55]. In this
paper, we assessed the importance and influence on a Likert scale ranging from 1 to 10, with 1
as the least important/influential, and 10 as the highest.

Finally, we used “Qualitative ranking” to assess stakeholder importance and influence by
ranking them qualitatively, from lowest to highest, against each other. The 