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A survey of recycling
programs identifies factors
that correlate with high
participation rates.
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A national survey of local
government recycling programs

A mail survey was used to identify recy-
cling policies, strategies and practices
used by communities and determine ones
that are used by the cities reporting a
higher rate of citizen participation in recy-
cling and greater waste stream diversion
through recycling.

The question, “What works and why?”
in community recycling was considered to
be important. Comparative analyses of
community recycling program can help
answer this question. More informed judg-
ments about recycling program design or
modifications can be made if information
about other local government recycling
experiences is available.

Survey methodology
In spring 1990, mai! questionnaires were
sent to 450 cities in 25 states identified
as operating a solid waste recycling pro-
gram. Recycling coordinators in 264 cities
responded, a return rate of about 60 per-
cent. The survey included all cities for
which the names and addresses of recy-
cling coordinators could be obtained and
a 10 percent sample of New Jersey cities.
Geographically, 55 percent of the re-
sponding cities are located in the North-
east, 23 percent are in the Midwest, 15
percent in the West or Mountain states,
and 7 percent are in the South or Border
states.

The population distribution of the re-
sponding cities is similar to that for all
cities with recycling programs:

Under 5,000 28 percent
5,000t0 10,000 17 percent
10,001t025,000 23 percent
25,001t050,000 11 percent
50,001t0 100,000 9 percent
Over 100,000 12 percent

Program types and characteristics

Two-thirds of the responding cities oper-
ate some type of voluntary recycling pro-
gram; the other one-third mandate the col-
lection of at least some materials. Of the
175 voluntary recycling programs, 109 (62

percent) provide curbside pickup of re.
cyclables while 66 (38 percent) offer ong
or more locations for drop-off of recy.
clables. Virtually all of the cities with man.
datory programs have curbside recycling
collection service.

While all recycling programs include
single-family residences, 80 percent also
include multi-family residences (duplexes
or above) in their programs. About 59 per-
cent include both types of residential cus-
tomers as well as local businesses. Just
over half of the responding communities
(55 percent) include residential, business
and public institutions in their recycling
programs. More than two-thirds of all re-
sponding programs collect newspaper,
mixed paper, and glass, aluminum and
plastic containers.

Table 1 ranks the importance of the
problems that the respondents have en-
countered in their recycling programs.
Problems related to finding markets for
recyclables, getting more citizens to par-
ticipate, and securing adequate funding
for the recycling program are the most
important and most common difficulties in
operating a recycling program. This sum-
mary focuses on the problem of maximiz-
ing participation in recycling.

Citizen participation and
waste diversion rates
Recycling coordinators for mandatory re-
cycling programs report a significantly
higher rate of recycling participation than
do coordinators for voluntary programs.
As Table 2 shows, the mean rate for par-
ticipation by eligible households is 74.3
percent in mandatory programs versus
39.7 percent in voluntary programs. In vol-
untary programs that provide curbside re-
cycling collection, the mean participation
rate is 48.6 percent. In voluntary drop-off
programs, the average rate of participa-
tion is estimated by coordinators to be just
under a quarter (24.6 percent) of eligible
households.

There is a strong, statistically significant
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able 1 — Importance of problems of municipal recyclmg programs
(N=264)

Mean score Rank

Problem

‘= not important; 5 = very important.)

Finding markets for recyclables 4.15 1
Getting residents to participate in the program " 370 2

ack of sufficient state grants or other financial assistance 3.50 3
Qecurmg adequate Jocal government financial support 3.40 4
Obtaining information/technical assistance 2.83 5
Theft of recyclables 1.76 6

. With curbside pick-up
- With drop-offtacilities only

»,.‘ Table 2 — Participation and dwersnon rates by program type (N =264)
2

Mean Mean

: partncrpatlon rate diversion rate
74.3% 21.6%
39.7% 12.2%
48.6% 12.3%
24.6% 10.8%

relationship between the participation rate
and the percentage of the waste stream
that is diverted from disposal by recycling.
Respondents report that, on average,
mandatory programs divert 21.6 percent
of the total annual solid waste volume,
while voluntary programs divert about half
as much (12.2 percent). Regardiess of
program type, all curbside pick-up pro-
grams average 16.95 percent diversion.

Operational features of programs

Several program policies, strategies and
practices are characteristic of com-
munities with higher rates of recycling par-
ticipation by local citizens. The “r”in Table
3 indicates the strength and direction of
these relationships. (An “r” that is close
to zero (0) indicates little or no relationship
between the variables. An “r" of one
(either +1 or -1) indicates a perfect re-
lationship. Generally, a correlation or “r’
of less than .10 is weak, .10 to .20 is mod-

est, .21 to .30 is moderately strong; and

correlations larger than .30 indicate
stronger relationships. Statistical signifi-
cance indicates how likely it is that the
association measured between two vari-
ables is wrong. The accepted standard in
policy research is .05, indicating that there
is a 5 percent probablhty that the associ-
ation (correlation) is incorrect or, in other
words, a 95 percent chance that it is cor-
rect.)

There is a strong association between
program type and citizen participation in
recycling. Cities with mandatory programs
and those with curbside pickup of recy-
clables have higher rates of citizen partici-
pation.

Communities that provide their resi-
dents with one or more containers in
which to piace recyclable materials also
have higher rates of citizen participation.
(The most common size of these contain-
ers is 14 gallons.)

Recycling participation is higher inman-
datory programs with sanctions or warn-

M Table3 — Pearsoncorrelations
between citizen par-
ticipation in recy-
cling and operational
characteristics

Factor . sigg N

Program type - b6 .000 244

Voluntary = 0
Mandatory = 1
Curbside pickup .38 .000 245
No =0
Yes =1
Provision of
containers 12 .061 170
No=0
Yes = 1
Sanctionor ~
reminder .49 .000 172
No =0
Yes = 1

Recyclables .22 .000 244

collectedbya

private contractor

No=0
Yes = 1

Compostingused 13 .01 240

as a method of
solid waste disposai
No=0
Yes = 1

Collectionthe

sameday asgarbage -015 422 170
No =
Yes = 1

Separation 0.28 355 172
Notrequired = 0
Required = 1

ings for noncomptiance. It is also higher
in voluntary programs with policies that
permit city officials to issue verbal or writ-
ten reminders to non-participants.

Approximately 40 percent of respond-
ing cities report that a private contractor
collects recyclable materials. Participa-
tion in recycling is higher in these com-
munities, as indicated by the fairly strong
.22 correlation in Table 3.

Finally, citizen participation is higher in
communities that use composting as a
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method of handling degradable solid
wastes.

Unexpectedly, two policies thought to
enhance the ease of convenience of recy-
cling, proved to be unrelated to citizen
participation in recycling. First, as Table
3 shows, recycling participation is not re-
lated to collecting recyclables onthe same
day as garbage. Where residents set out
recyclables on a different day than gar-
bage is collected, participation may not
decline. Local officials may wish to con-
sider whether additional equipment pur-
chases are necessary if existing equip-
ment can be used to collect both garbage
and recyclables on different days.

Second, requiring residents to separate
recyclable materials by type into different
containers is unrelated to participation.
This implies that curbside separation of
commingied recyclables by waste collec-
tors could be unnecessary if waste
generators are willing to do this task.
Since there is no difference in reported
participation rates between cities that do
or do not require source separation by
type of recyclable material, such a policy
is apparently not perceived to be incon-
venient.

Citizen participation in the

design of voluntary programs
Recycling typically requires citizens to
change their waste disposal behavior.
The long-term success of a recycling pro-
gram ultimately depends on the sustained
practice of recycling by many types of
households and businesses. Communi-

The survey was designed
to determine what works
and why in community
recycling programs.

ties that place more importance on the
involvement of citizens and consider their
opinions in recycling program design may
have higher rates of participation in the
actual recycling program.

The correlations in Table 4 offer some
support for this hypothesis. The com-
munities with higher recycling participa-

§
tion rates are those where considerablg
importance in the program design deg.
sion process was placed on local govern.
ment staff analysis, citizen opinion syy.
veys, meetings with community groups
and advice or assistance from nonproﬁt
or volunteer groups with experience in re.
cycling.

Public education strategies

and incentives

Table 5 lists the strategies that are as.
sociated with higher recycling participa.
tion rates. It appears that citizens are beg
educated about recycling through the use
of pamphlets, brochures or bumper stick.

ers, which are often included in utility biji §

mailouts. Also, neighborhood or com-
munity information meetings, paid news.

paper advertisements and speeches by}
local government officials to schools and f.

local groups about recyciing are used by

cities that have higher participation rates, §

On the other hand, some communities
with lower participation rates have used

paid radio commercials and billboard ad-
vertisements.

Several incentives to increase partici- ¢

pation were listed in the mail question-
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naire: public recognition, prize contests,
ax credits, cash awards, disposal fee dis-
counts or rebates, and campaigns by local
scouts to encourage recycling. Of these,
the only statistically significant relation-
ship involves official public recognition of
recycling efforts by jocal groups or indi-
viduals. Communities that have adopted
this practlce tend to have a higher rate of
part|C|pat|on in recycling.

conclusion
The findings of this survey do not imply

any causal relationships; they indicate

only that communities with higher rates
of citizen participation in recychng have
certain program characteristics in com-
mon. We suggest local opinion surveys
or a series of community meetings to as-
sess the extent of citizen support for, and
understanding of, any contemplated aiter-
native strategies to recycle solid wastes.
In future analysis, we hope to offer
causal explanations that account for the
effects of both controllable program
policies and the “uncontrollable” charac-
teristics of communities, such as popula-
tion, education, income, or age that might

affect participation and diversion rates.
RR

l Table 4’ — Corre!atlons between participation in voluntary recycling
-~ programs and the importance of factors in the program desngn
decislon process S :

. Sg. N

16 - .02 147

: : 12 - .06 147

In-house loca! governmentstaff anaiysns and 29 00 147
studyof recyclmg’ 3 . i P
,Advnce of assistance from nonprofitor . A1 .08 150

volunteer orgamzatlons w:th recyclmg expemse

;Ofﬁcual pubhckrecognmon of recychng efforts :

,Cerelations between paniclpation in recyclmg andy' publlc;
education strategies and mcentives o '

_L.mf‘[§EL,'f;‘;ﬂ;fl

A6 .00 241
A4 01 241
10 .04 - 240 -
09 .07 241
o130 o1 240
.10 040 241

48 00 239




