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INTRODUCTION

Background & Objectives
• C+C has been contracted to develop a social marketing plan and
partner outreach toolkit focused on: a) educating Washington
residents on recycling best practices; and b) driving behavior
change that leads to a reduction in curbside contamination.
• In order to develop the plan, C+C will leverage consumer research
to better understand the following:
•

Key consumer segments based on behaviors, attitudes and perceptions
regarding recycling

•

Attitudes and awareness regarding recycling best practices

•

Behaviors that lead to contamination in the recycle bin

•

Benefits and motivators that may compel consumers to change
contamination behaviors

Research Approach: Method
• C+C conducted an online quantitative survey in Washington state
using the Ask Your Target Market (AYTM) survey panel and
platform.
• The survey was fielded from March 20, 2019 through April 3, 2019
and included the following recruitment specifications:
•

750 completes who live in Washington state

•

100 of the 750 are Spanish speakers and took survey in Spanish

•

Mix of age, income, employment, family status and education level

• In order to take the survey, respondents had to be a household
member who puts items in the household recycling bin.

Research Approach: Scope
• In addition to exploring attitudes and beliefs regarding the recycling
process as a whole, the scope of the survey focused on
understanding the dynamics of the following contamination issues:
•

Recyclables that are not empty, clean and dry, specifically:
✓ Food & beverage containers that have food or beverage residue
✓ Water bottles that still have water in them

•

Recyclables that are put in a plastic bag before being placed in the
curbside recycle bin

•

Unaccepted items being placed in the recycle bin

•

Caps on or off of water and other beverage bottles

• For each of these contamination issues, the survey also explored:
•

Accepted consumer beliefs that drive the existing behaviors

•

Barriers to changing current behavior

•

Motivations for changing behavior

Research Approach: Analysis & Synthesis
• C+C’s initial analysis focused on capturing:
•

General trends regarding beliefs and behaviors across the state of Washington as
they relate to the key contamination areas included in the scope

•

Differences & similarities in the beliefs and behaviors between the following
respondent comparison sets highlighted in the table below

Comparison Population Group A

Comparison Population Group B

Residents of King County

All other residents

People who put items to be recycled in plastic bags
before putting them in the curbside recycle bin

Those who do not do this behavior

People who make a decision about what items to put
in the recycle bin based on a reliable resource, such
as a website or a list provided by the recycle
company

People who make a decision about what items go in
the recycle bin based on one of the following
unreliable methods: what the material is made of,
the type of item it is, or the chasing arrows symbol

Respondents who speak Spanish and took the
survey in Spanish

The respondents who took the survey in English

• Based on these results, C+C characterized recyclers into two segments,
which are defined in detail in this report. The segments are:
•

Informed Recyclers

•

Wishful Recyclers

Respondents’ Demographic Profile
GEOGRAPHIC LOCATION

Western Washington
King County
Non-King County
Clark
Pierce
Snohomish
Thurston
Whatcom
All Other
Eastern Washington
Spokane
Yakima
All Other

ENGLISH
SPEAKING
(650)
534
163
278
57
87
77
23
34
93
116
48
68

SPANISH
SPEAKING
(100)
67
16
51
13
18

20
33
12
21

GENDER
Men
Women

222
528

AGE
13-17
18-24
25-34
35-44
45-54
55-64
65+

0
82
170
152
106
126
114

INCOME
$0 - $25,000
$25,000 - $50,000
$50,000 - $75,000
$75,000 - $100,000
$100,000 - $200,000
$200,000 - $500,000
$500,000+

153
216
162
102
96
17
4

EDUCATION
No college
Some college
2yr degree
4yr degree
Graduate Degree
Professional Degree

112
210
118
202
57
51

EMPLOYMENT STATUS
Full time
Part Time
Retired
Student
Unemployed

271
108
161
57
153

PARENTAL STATUS
No children
1 child
2 children
3 children
4 children
5+ children

318
133
172
69
41
17

ETHNICITY
African-American
Asian-American
Hispanic/LatinoAmerican
Indian-American
Native American
White American
Multi-racial
Other

18
50
80
7
2
539
36
18

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Five Key Take-aways
A significant root cause of contamination in the recycle bin is the accepted consumer belief that
A significant root cause of contamination in the recycle bin is the accepted consumer belief that
recycling more makes me a better person. Shifting that perception to recycling right makes me a
recycling more makes me a better person. Shifting that perception to recycling right makes me a
better person may provide a better framework for reducing recycling contamination. Need to tell
better person may provide a better framework for reducing recycling contamination.
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them adjust their behavior.

Education/Outreach Recommendations
• Take advantage of the strong positive association with recycling: recycling is
good and makes me a better person. Shift thinking to recycling right makes
me a better person.

• Address the increasing doubt in recycling. Assure people that items they put
in the bin are getting recycled.
• Educate that residue is a contamination problem and harms recycling.
• Define why it is important to “recycle right” – share the impacts of doing it
incorrectly on the recycling system.
• Make recycling instructions as simple and consistent as possible – what can
and go in the bin, and just as important, what cannot go in the bin.
• Need direct messaging that addresses bagged recyclables – for those that do
it, they are not aware it’s a problem and barriers to change are high.

Education/Outreach Recommendations
• Give residents permission (it’s better/okay) to put things that they are unsure
of or that they don’t want to clean in the trash.
• Focus initial education on Wishful Recyclers as they are driving more of the
contamination.
• In communication with residents, deliver encouragement to take discrete
actions one at a time, such as “don’t bag recyclables” or “empty bottles.” They
are likely to be overwhelmed if told all the ways they need to “recycle right” at
once.

CONTAMINATION

Introduction
• This section of the report summarizes findings relative to the
various types of contamination issues included in the survey.
• The objective is to better understand what Washington
residents are doing relative to recycling behaviors that cause
contamination, including:
• Reported incidences of various contamination behavior
• Attitudes, rationale and perceptions that drive the behavior
• Barriers to changing the behaviors that contribute to
contamination

• In a later section of this report there is a full breakdown of
behaviors and attitudes by respondent type that led to
creation of profiles of two recycling personas: Informed and
Wishful Recyclers.

Most common contamination behaviors
Contamination
Type
Unaccepted items in
the recycle bin
Contamination
Type
Items with food
residue
Items with
beverage residue
Contamination
Type
Recyclable items in
a plastic bag
Contamination
Type
Water in recyclable
water bottles

% of respondents who have put an item that they aren’t
sure is accepted in their recycle program in the recycle bin

57%
% of respondents who have put something that has food
or beverage residue on it in the recycle bin

45%
44%
% of respondents who put their recyclables in a plastic bag
prior to putting them in the curbside bin

20%
% of respondents who have put a water bottle with water
in it in the recycle bin

18%

The confluence of confusion, ignorance and
good intentions are driving contamination
Lack of conformity of accepted items across the various recycling programs
Changes in what recycling programs will and will not accept
Recycling guides can be too vague/confusing
Consumers make inaccurate assumptions, such as believing the “chasing
arrows” symbol means the item is recyclable

Confusion: Can
this go in the bin?

•
•
•
•

Ignorance: What
happens after
recycling is
picked up?

• Most consumers are not exposed to the recycling process, and therefore
don’t understand the implications of food and beverage residue
• They assume that since water is clean, pure and natural it can’t harm
anything
• They imagine a recycling process that automatically sorts and/or cleans
items that are problematic

Good intentions:
If recycling is
good, then isn’t
more better?

• Believe that recycling more is the goal
• Genuine concern regarding environmental issues
• Feel good when they can be part of the solution, not part of the problem

UNACCEPTED ITEMS IN
THE RECYCLE BIN

Mapping the recycling decision making process:
if unsure, 27% total put in recycling bin
Faced with an item I’m not sure is accepted in my
local recycling program, I....
Put it in
recycle
bin

7%

Put it in
the trash

Check a
reliable
resource

Look for symbol on
item or assess
based on material
or container type

18%

45%

30%

If I’m still not sure it’s accepted, I...

Put it in
recycle
bin

Put it in
the trash

Put it aside until I can figure it
out

27%

44%

29%

Very high awareness that basic items are accepted
in their local recycling program
% of respondents who either were pretty sure or definitely sure that these items are
accepted in their recycle program

Aluminum cans………………………………. 96%

Cardboard from shelf-stable items…93%

Metal cans………………………………………. 92%

Items with high to moderate recycling confidence
(these items not accepted in all programs)
% of respondents who either were pretty sure or definitely sure that these items are
accepted in their recycle program

Egg cartons………………………………………………………………………

85%

Frozen Food Boxes……………………………………………………….…. 78%
Molded plastic containers………………………………………………… 63%
To-go coffee cups…………………………………………….……………... 53%
Plastic bags like the ones you get at the grocery store…

47%

Plastic film used to wrap things like paper towels…………. 37%

Many people believe that items that are not accepted in
most recycling programs ARE accepted in their program
% of respondents who either were pretty sure or definitely sure that these
items are accepted in their recycle program

Styrofoam………………………………………………………………………… 29%
Plastic bags from frozen vegetables ………….……………….….38%

Snack food wrappers…….…………………………………………………

39%

Paper wrappers from fast food…………………………………….…. 42%

Cardboard to-go containers from fast food……………………

60%

When it comes to bottle caps, respondents tend to
either always or never put caps back on
% of respondents who rated how often they put caps back on bottles before putting
them in the recycle bin. Scale: 1 to 7, where 1 is NEVER and 7 is ALWAYS.

Water Bottles

30%
NEVER put caps
back on before
recycling them

27%
ALWAYS put caps
back on before
recycling them

Beverage Bottles

30%

NEVER put caps
back on before
recycling them

30%
ALWAYS put caps
back on before
recycling them

Positive association that “more recycling is
better” is driving up contamination
% of respondents who ranked the following reasons as the most likely or second most
likely reason they sometimes put items they aren’t sure are recyclable in the recycle bin

37%

I want to make sure I'm
recycling everything I
possibly can

28%

I would feel bad if I put
something that’s recyclable
into the trash

18%

I assume the recycling
facility has a process to
sort out non-recyclables

FOOD, BEVERAGE &
WATER RESIDUE

Less than half of people thoroughly clean
items before recycling
% of respondents who selected the statement that best fit with their behavior when they
have a recyclable food container with some food residue in it

47%

I thoroughly clean it before putting it in
the recycle bin

33%

I wipe or rinse it out, though there may
still be some residue left

12%

I put it in the recycle bin as is

8%

I put it in the trash

People believe food residue does not cause
problems or will be cleaned in recycling process
The 45% of respondents who have put items with food residue in the recycle bin ranked
the following reasons as the most likely or second most likely reason they sometimes put
items with food residue in the recycle bin

22%

I want to make sure I'm recycling everything I
possibly can

18%

I assume that the recycling process will
eliminate residue if necessary

17%

I would feel bad if I put something recyclable
in the trash bin

13%

I assume it won't have a major impact on the
quality of the recycling

11%

I haven't really thought about the impact of
food residue on recycling

9%

That's the way I've seen people deal with these
types of recyclables

Most people report cleaning or rinsing beverage
containers to some degree before recycling
% of respondents who selected the statement that best fit with their behavior when they
have a recyclable beverage container (that is not a water bottle) with some residue in it

51%

I thoroughly clean it before putting it in
the recycle bin

32%

I rinse it out, though there may still be
some residue left

12%

I put it in the recycle bin as is

5%

I put it in the trash

People believe residue in bottles does not cause
problems or will be cleaned in recycling process
The 44% of respondents who have put beverage bottles with residue in the recycle bin
ranked the following as the most likely or second most likely reason they sometimes put
items with beverage residue in the recycle bin

20%

I want to make sure I'm recycling everything I
possibly can

18%

I would feel bad if I put something
recyclable in the trash bin

15%

I assume that the recycling process will
eliminate residue if necessary

15%

I assume it won't have a major impact on
the quality of the recycling

13%

I haven't really thought about the impact of
food residue on recycling

9%

That's the way I've seen people deal with these
types of recyclables

More than 75% of people empty water bottles before
putting them in the recycle bin
% of respondents who selected the statement that best fit with their behavior when they
have a recyclable water bottle that isn’t completely empty

77%

I empty it completely and
put it in the recycle bin

19%

I put it in the recycle bin,
though there might be
more than a few drops of
water in it

4%

I put it in the trash

Water is seen as natural, clean and pure and therefore
can’t be a problem to the recycling process
The 18% of respondents who have put water bottles with water residue in the recycle
bin ranked the following reasons as the most likely or second most likely reason they
sometimes put water bottles with water in the recycle bin

33%

I assume that since water is natural, clean
& pure, it can't harm the recycling process

24%

I assume it won't have an impact on
the quality of the recycling

22%

I assume that it would get emptied
in the recycling process if necessary

21%

I haven't really thought about the
impact of water on recycling

Time and effort are the biggest barriers to getting people to
always clean and dry recyclable items
% of respondents who ranked the following reasons as most likely or second most likely reason
they wouldn’t ALWAYS clean & dry recyclable items prior to putting them in the recycle bin

19%

I have so many things competing for my time and
attention, that cleaning / emptying recyclable containers
won't always be a priority

19%

It would be too messy or difficult to clean/empty some
kinds of recyclable containers

19%

It's just too inconvenient to clean/empty every recyclable
container

18%

I just won't always remember to clean/empty things
before they go in the recycle bin

17%

If I clean/ empty recyclable containers I'll use more water
than I want to

16%

Other people in my house probably won't clean/empty
them, and the ones I make an effort to clean/empty
would get contaminated anyway

13%

I'm not always sure what's recyclable, so I might waste
time and effort cleaning /emptying containers that don't
get recycled anyway

11%

Other households probably won't clean/empty their
recyclables, and the ones I make an effort to
clean/empty might get contaminated anyway

RECYCLABLE ITEMS IN
PLASTIC BAGS

Convenience and cleanliness barriers are the main reasons
that 20% of people put recyclables in plastic bags
% of respondents who selected the statement that best fit with their reason for putting
recyclables items in a plastic bag before putting them in the curbside recycle bin

16%

It makes it easier to carry from the house to the
outside recycle bin

15%

I line my household recycling
bin with a plastic bag to help
keep it clean

14%

It helps the waste management
facility to keep recyclables
separate from trash

13%

It helps to control the
bad odor

15%

It helps me keep
recycling separate
from the trash

14%

They are also
recyclable, so it
makes sense

13%

That’s how I was
taught to do it

Challenges to not bagging recyclables are related to needing a
method for moving recyclables and other household member
behavior
% of respondents who ranked the following reasons as the first or second biggest challenge
they would have if they chose to change that behavior

22%

21%

20%

Making sure everyone in my
household knows not to put
recyclables in plastic bags
I'll have to find different way to
move the recyclable products from
the household bin to the curbside bin
Remembering to do it differently

19%

I still want to line my recycle bin
with plastic to keep it clean

19%

I'd have to find a different way to
control the odor

MOTIVATIONAL SPACES

Introduction
• This section of the report is designed to provide insight regarding
motivational spaces that could be leveraged to inspire behavior
change.
• Respondents were asked two open-ended questions relative to their
attitudes and beliefs about recycling prior to answering any
questions about their behavior:
•
•

Please tell us 1 - 3 things you like most about recycling
Please tell us 1 - 3 things you like least about recycling

• After completing all other questions in the survey, which included
explanations regarding the problems of contamination, respondents
were asked:
•

Please tell us one thing that might inspire you to make sure you are recycling in
the best possible way

• C+C reviewed all the comments and captured key themes
regarding:
•
•

Benefits & challenges associated with recycling
Motivational spaces to leverage for behavior change messages

Four motivational spaces for “recycling right” emerged
Understanding
why it’s important
to “recycle right”

Making it easy to
“recycle right”

•

Knowledge is power, and understanding the consequences of improper
recycling behavior made respondents want to change their habits
(some even claimed they would after they had completed the survey!)

•

Respondents want it to be easy to know when an item is accepted in
their program
They also want the time & effort to recycle right to be minimized
Ideally all recycling programs would take the same items; some want
there to be government intervention to make this transparency required
More frequent communication about best practices from the recycling
company would also be appreciated

•
•

•

Rewards &
recognition

Improving services

•
•

•
•
•
•

Communication (ideally at a personal level) about how recycling
efforts have made an impact
Monetary rewards for right recycling (vs. “punishing” when there is a
mistake)
More things accepted into recycling programs
More things accepted at curbside (lightbulbs, batteries, etc..)
More frequent pick-ups
Bigger bins

People understand the importance and impact of recycling,
and most feel good about doing their part
Qualitative analysis of responses to Q3, which asked respondents to tell us 1 - 3 things
they like most about recycling
It is good for the
environment, things are
made into something else
instead of just going to a
dump or being wasted

Good for the
environment, keeps
items out of landfills,
also out of the
oceans too.

It doesn’t fill up
the trash bin. It
makes me feel
like I’m not as
wasteful.

•

•

I like that the things we
use can be made into
new items...cardboard
alone can pay for a
Less trash in garbage bin at home, as well as less
recycling center
trash in landfill.
GOOD FOR THE ENVIRONMENT, SAVES THE
EARTH.

•

Turns trash into something, that items will be reused.

•

“Makes me feel good about myself, like I’m
making a difference” – sensation of “doing your
part”.

•

Conserving resources.

It makes me feel good about myself & our family & how much
we love the planet we live on & how much we want to do our
part to keep it clean. I just wish others felt the same way &
made sure to try & not use plastics & when they do, to make
sure to recycle them, as well as all paper products.

Helps
environment, less
waste, makes me
feel like I'm doing
my part
It prevents more
waste from going in
the landfill. It
reduces the number
of trees needed to
make paper (saving
forests).

KEY: THIS IS THE STRONGEST THEME, this is the second-strongest theme, this is the third-strongest
theme, and this is the least strongest theme

People are frustrated by the process, and are confused
about what & how to recycle right
Qualitative analysis of responses to Q4, which asked respondents to tell us 1 - 3 things
they like least about recycling
The items are not
actually recycled
in many cases.
Wish they would
pick up recycling
more often
Washing out
containers. Not
always positive
on what should
be recycled and
what shouldn't.
I never know if
what I recycle
actually ends
up being
recycled

•

CONFUSING.

•

Separating materials is messy and time-consuming.

•

Is it actually being recycled? How do we know?
o

Feels pointless in knowing that oftentimes
items end back up in the landfill.

•

City-specific restrictions on recycling – lack of continuity
across jurisdictions for recycling rules.

•

Biweekly pick-up – needs to be more frequent.

•

Size of recycling bin.

•

Having to take items to a facility – travel time and cost.

•

Smell.

Having to wash or
rinse everything
before placing in
recycling bin. I
have to pay for
water.

It’s not effective/the
system is not set up
well, there’s a lot of
wasted material,
people don’t know
how to do it right

Washing dirty
plastics and cans
The mess in
the house
from sorting.
It is too
complicated

Time
consuming.
It's a hassle
sometimes

I don't like the time it takes. I don't like
cleaning my jars & cans. I also don't like
removing labels & I don't like when my
recycling guy comes & is super picky
about it all, so he doesn't take my
recycling for that week!

KEY: THIS IS THE STRONGEST THEME, this is the second-strongest theme, this is the third-strongest
theme, and this is the least strongest theme

Lack of clear, consistent rules, and doubt that things are
actually getting recycled discourages proper recycling
Qualitative analysis of responses to Q25 which asked respondents to tell us one thing
that might inspire you to make sure you are recycling in the best possible way.
Knowing for sure
what could be
recycled and
having an easier
way for you to do
it at home

•

UNIVERSAL CHART.
o

Can go in all households, something to put on fridge.

•

“IF I KNEW WHAT I WAS RECYCLING WAS ACTUALLY BEING
RECYCLED”.

•

Periodically sharing a recycling guide (i.e. newsletter, email
blast, app).

Money. Financial
incentive. Don't
charge me if I do it
wrong, but give
me something for
doing it right.

•

Education.

Understanding the
complete process!
Education! :)
More information
on what and how
to recycle

o

For example, the significance of learning about how one item can
contaminate the entire batch.

•

Protecting future generations – “my children are my
motivation”

•

Monetary incentive.

•

Signage on the bins themselves.

•

Expanding the list of what can be recycled.

To know that
items I put in
recycling are
actually recycled
Knowing what
might get
something rejected
from recycling. I
want it to matter
and make a
difference.

To know that by recycling
we are doing something
beneficial for the earth and
that its not in vain.

One thing that might inspire me to recycle better is a type of social media/app,
such as the recent #TrashTags so that recycling will seem like a trend that
everyone is doing. This way, people will feel more inclined to do it as they will
otherwise be "missing out" on the cool and trendy.

KEY: THIS IS THE STRONGEST THEME, this is the second-strongest theme, this is the third-strongest
theme, and this is the least strongest theme

POPULATION
COMPARISONS

Introduction
• This section of the report summarizes key findings relative to
respondent profiles.
• To better understand the profile of respondents based on their
recycling behaviors and attitudes, we compared how the following
respondent populations responded to the survey questions.
Comparison Population Group A

Comparison Population Group B

Residents of King County

All other residents

People who put items to be recycled in plastic bags
before putting them in the curbside recycle bin

Those who do not do this behavior

People who make a decision about what items to
put in the recycle bin based on a reliable resource,
such as a website or a list provided by the recycle
company

People who make a decision about what items go
in the recycle bin based on one of the following
unreliable methods: what the material is made of,
the type of item it is, or the chasing arrows sy

Respondents who speak Spanish and took the
survey in Spanish

The respondents who took the survey in English

• In addition to comparison groups, we compared survey results based
on demographics, such as age, gender, education, income, parental
status and employment.

Symbol key: the symbols below refer to the various
populations of the comparison groups

Respondents who live in King County

Respondents who do not live in
King County

Spanish-speaking respondents who
took the survey in Spanish

Respondents who did not take the
survey in Spanish (took it in English)

Respondents who put their recyclables
in a plastic bag before putting them in
the curbside recycle bin

Respondents who do not put their
recyclables in a plastic bag before
putting them in the curbside recycle bin

Respondents who decide whether or
not a item is recyclable based on a
reliable resource, such as a website or
materials provided by the recycle
program
Men

Respondents who decide whether or
not a item is recyclable based on
unreliable methods such as the type of
material, the type of container or
whether or not it has the chasing
arrows on it
Women

Summary of key differences in populations by
contamination type
Unaccepted
items in the
recycle bin

Recyclable items
in plastic bags

Food, water and
beverage residue

The following respondent types tend to be pretty sure or definitely believe that a
wider variety of items are accepted in the recycle bin:
•
•
•
•

The following respondent types were more likely to put their recyclables in a plastic
bag before putting them in the curbside recycling bin:
•
•
•

King county residents
Respondents who took the survey in Spanish
Respondents who decide whether or not a item is recyclable based the type of material, the type
of container or whether or not it has the chasing arrows on it

The following respondent types were more likely to cause contamination from food,
beverage or water residue:
•
•

Bottle caps in
the recycle bin

King County residents
Respondents who took the survey in Spanish
Respondents who put recyclables in plastic bags
Men

Respondents who decide whether or not a item is recyclable based the type of material, the type
of container or whether or not it has the chasing arrows on it
Respondents who put recyclables in a plastic bag

The following respondent types always
leave caps on:

The following respondent types always
leave caps off:

•
•
•

•
•

King county residents
Men
Those who use reliable resources to decide
if an item is accepted in their recycle
program

Women
Those who decide if an item is recyclable
based the type of material, the type of
container or whether or not it has chasing
arrows on it

Populations that are more likely to believe these items are
accepted in their recycling program
Comparison populations that had a significantly higher positive response than than their
counterpart population (90% confidence level) as believing these items are accepted in
their recycle program

Egg cartons……………………... None
Frozen Food Boxes…………...None

Molded plastic containers....
To-go coffee cups……………….
Plastic bags like the ones
you get at the grocery store…
Plastic film used to wrap
things like paper towels………

Populations that are more likely to believe these items are
accepted in their recycling program
Comparison populations that had a significantly higher positive response than than their
counterpart population (90% confidence level) as believing these items are accepted in
their recycle program

Styrofoam……………………….

Plastic bags from
frozen vegetables …………..
Snack food wrappers……...

Paper wrappers from
fast food……………………………

Cardboard to-go
containers from fast food…

Contamination behaviors more likely among Wishful
Recyclers and those who bag their recyclables
Residue Contamination

Behavior

Think about when you are done with a
food container that you think is
accepted in your recycling program, and
it has some food residue on it -- like a
yogurt tub, metal food can, or a peanut
butter jar. What are you most likely to
do?

Thoroughly clean it before putting it in the
recycle bin

Think about when you are done with a
plastic water bottle that you think is
accepted in your recycling program and
it's not completely empty. What are you
most likely to do?

Empty it completely and put it in the
recycle bin

Think about when you are done with a
container for beverages (other than
water -- like milk, juice or beer) that
you think is accepted in your recycling
program, and it still has some liquid in
it. What are you most likely to do?

Rinse it thoroughly so there is no residue,
and put it in the recycle bin

Put it in the trash instead of the recycle bin

Put it in the recycle bin as it is
Wipe or rinse it out, though there may
still be some residue left

Put it in the trash
Put it in the recycle bin, though there
may still be a few drops of water in it

Put it in the trash
Rinse it and put it in the recycle bin,
though there may be some residue in
it
Put it in the recycle bin as it is

* Significance tests at the 90% confidence level

Populations that ALWAYS or NEVER put caps back on
bottles before recycling
Comparison populations that had a significantly higher positive response than their
counterpart population (90% confidence level) as stating they ALWAYS or NEVER leave
the caps on recyclable bottles before they put them in the recycle bin

People who claim to NEVER put caps back on bottles

People who claim to ALWAYS put caps back on bottles

These populations are
more likely to put their
recyclables in a plastic bag
before putting them in the
curbside recycling bin

Comparison populations that had a significantly higher likelihood than their counterpart
population (90% confidence level) to put their recyclables in a plastic bag before putting
them in the curbside recycling

INFORMED AND
WISHFUL RECYCLERS

Introduction
• This section of the report summarizes findings relative to the
characterization of “Informed” and “Wishful” recyclers.

• The objective behind characterizing these two populations is to provide a
more refined understanding of WHO should be targeted with WHAT
messages, and WHY they will be motivated to change their behavior.
• C+C focused on identifying key behaviors that respondents had in common
as a way to characterize them into personas. This is not a statistical
segmentation of respondents. However, we used Chi Square tests, z-test
and t-tests to identify when specific respondent types were more likely to
answer questions affirmatively than a comparison set of respondents.
• Once we identified a key behavior that distinguished Informed vs. Wishful
recyclers, we used the AYTM Personality Radar tool to gain an
understanding of psychographic differences in the two audiences. To read
more about the Personality Radar tool, follow the attached link:
https://aytm.com/pages/videos?vid=radar

The key behavior that distinguishes “Wishful Recyclers”
from “Informed Recyclers” is how they decide whether or
not to put an item in the recycle bin when they aren’t sure

Wishful
Recyclers
45%

25% of respondents don’t try to
make a decision – they either
put the item in the trash or in
the recycle bin

Put it in the
Trash
18%
Put it in the
Recycle Bin
7%

Make a decision
based on unreliable
methods such as:

Informed
Recyclers
30%
Make a decision
based on a “reliable
resource” such as:
• Recycling website
• Recycle guide
• The list and images
on the recycle bin

• The type of
container
• The material
(plastic, aluminum,
cardboard, etc..) of
the container
• Whether or not it
contains the
chasing arrows
symbol.

Differences in demographics and recycling habits

Wishful Recyclers

Informed Recyclers
55+ y/o

Spanish-speaking
respondents

Female

1 child

White

25 - 34 y/o

Retired

30%

Make decisions about what goes in the recycle bin based on
reliable resources

Recycling Habits
• Have a better understanding of what cannot be
recycled than Wishful Recyclers
• More likely to thoroughly clean and dry an item with
food or beverage residue before putting it in the
recycle bin
• More likely to set an item aside if they don’t know if
it’s accepted in the recycle program
• More likely to never put caps on both water bottles
and other bottles

45%

Make decisions about what goes in the recycle bin based
on unreliable judgments

Recycling Habits
• More likely to bag recyclables in a plastic bag
• Do not have as good an understanding as Informed
Recyclers of what is not recyclable
• More likely to put an item that has food or liquid
residue in the recycle bin; or rinse it first, but not
thoroughly
• More likely to put something they aren’t sure is
accepted in their recycling program in the recycle bin
• More likely to always put caps on water bottles &
other bottles

Differences and similarities in attitudes
Wishful
Recyclers

Informed
Recyclers
•

Confident that what they are doing is right, and they are doing
better than “wishful recyclers,” but still don’t always get it right

•

Want to do what is right, and believe they are doing what is right,
but they aren’t

•

Willing to put extra effort into recycling

•

Recycling is not as high a priority as other things

•

Recycling is a high priority and they are eager to do it correctly

•

Recycling is a necessary and important inconvenience

•

Want the topic to be taken more seriously by government officials

•

Want it to be easier to do the right thing

•

Recycling is easy/not too difficult

•

More likely to mention odor and/or mess concerns with recycling

Informed & Wishful Recyclers
•

Would feel bad if they knew that their recycling habits were wrong

•

Don’t understand that what they are doing is foiling the recycling process, and therefore, their recycling efforts

•

Want to know that what they are doing will make a difference to the environment – and they have doubts regarding whether or not the
things they put in the bin are actually getting recycled vs. going to the landfill

•

Want consistency across recycling programs

•

Want clearer/easier to access information about how to recycle right

•

Recycling Likes: Reduces waste through reuse, better for the environment by keeping it cleaner (less pollution, climate change, carbon
footprint, etc…), makes them feel good about their character, fiscal benefits

•

Recycling Dislikes: Cleaning residue, not easy to know what is and is not accepted, having to take things to a separate location, not enough
things are accepted for recycling

Psychographic differences between informed and
wishful recyclers

Wishful Recyclers

Informed Recyclers
Affiliate higher
than Wishful
Recyclers on
the attributes
below

Affiliate higher
than Informed
Recyclers on
the attributes
below

Buy organic products

Consider themselves obedient

Identify as liberal

Identify as conservative

Watch PBS

Get overwhelmed easily

Have tattoos
Enjoy bird-watching
Listen to jazz

Like video first-person shooter and
role playing video games
Shop at Walmart

Informed Recyclers Want…
If my recycling company would accept more items. I don't have the
time and space to collect items and drop them off in another city to be
recycled. It would be great if more items could be collected curbside
for recycling. Without a doubt, I would recycle those items that are
often going into the trash. Lemay/Pierce county could really step up
their recycling game!
Easier requirements: paper has
to go in separate bin from
cans/glass/plastic to eliminate
contamination. Legislation to
eliminate ALL plastics (but
especially single use ones) so the
materials we are recycling are
only the type that can be
recycled infinitely.

I wish our local, state & federal
governments would all take
plastic pollution & clean energy
& climate change more seriously
& enact laws to help fight these
insidious issues. Time's a wasting
& we needs to make sure people
have to do more!!! Pass laws.

Our local recycling center is very vague about what can and cannot
be recycled; I have tried numerous times through their website to
get more concrete details about exactly what can be recycled. It
would be great if centers came out with a list like plastic # x, y, and z
can be recycled, but not # a and b. It would make the whole process
easier! Also, some of my local recycling centers are reducing what
can be recycled because it's too expensive for them (one place is no
longer accepting aluminum cans!). It seems like my local
government doesn't care about recycling efforts or impacting the
planet in a positive way, and that is really discouraging.
Better instructions on what is recyclable in my area, and even more
importantly greater consistency from area to area (I have 2-homes
in different areas that have entirely different rules for recycling)
Good communication
from recycling company
dos and don’ts

Clearer differentiation
between recyclability of
common containers/products

More comprehensive list of what is acceptable and the condition

Wishful Recyclers Want…
Our local company is horrible at communicating what is acceptable
or not. I have never received a handout or mailer explaining it. They
have a website with some info, but not enough.
Every household could have a colorful, easy to
read/understand, laminated form (front &
back) where you see which items can be
recycled, and where to take other, less standard,
recyclable items. Also on the form should be a
list of websites to visit for info on best recycling
practices.

Proof that what I
recycle is actually
being recycled.

Maybe just education, we didn’t
have recycling growing up and I
don’t know the rules 🤷🏼♀️
Knowing the
consequences for
the recyclables
not being in their
best shape.
If I knew I
was making
a difference

If I can get
more info or
tutorials of
how to do it
best. The
would really
can in handy.

Seeing what
happens when
something nonrecyclable is
added

knowing that the
effort was not
wasted by the
items not going
to landfills

Maybe a guesstimate on how much
impact my recycling has helped on a yearly
basis from our waste disposal company

It would inspire me if I knew
that all recycled material
actually got recycled

Innovation around
contamination issues making
recycling more accessible.

If it were easier to recycle or less strict, such as them just
cleaning the mold, it would make recycling a lot easier.

If it was
easier
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