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of recyclables go 
to the landfill

of Americans say: 
“Recycling very 

important”

Accelerating Behavior Change to Achieve a 
Circular Economy; 2023 Knowledge report

World Economic Forum; The Climate Progress 
Survey; November 2021; US gen pop (n=1253)



“Don’t believe items actually get recycled”

Reason Given for Not Recycling: 

All age groups

18 to 24 year olds



“How confident are you that items you toss in 
recycling bin actually get recycled?”
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Not very or Not at all:

Shelton Group, Recycling Pulse (n= 1000)



Messages People Are Hearing

Recycling is: 

• Hopelessly contaminated

• Going to the landfill

• Uneconomical

• A fraud, industry greenwashing



Express confusion 
about recyclability

 Consumer Brands Association, 
 Reduce, Reuse, Confuse, 2019 (n=2000)



Recycling Behavior is Complex



Recycling Behavior is Complex



Recycling Behavior is Complex





Confidence Starts with Communication

Only 1 in 4 recall 
getting local recycling 

info in past year

The Center for Sustainable Behavior and Impact; 
Confidence Index; June 2022; US gen pop (n=3000)

Of residents that see more 
news about recycling,

said inclined to make 

more of an effort.

Foodservice Packaging Institute; 2022 
Resident Messaging Survey Findings



Confidence vs Trust
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Confidence: Rational judgment 

• Does recycling system actually function?

• Does my effort result in positive outcome?

Trust:  Emotional judgment 

• Credibility gap 

• “Fraud” – Recycling doesn’t deliver on promise



Messaging to Build Confidence

UK Research: What has positive influence on your confidence in recycling?

Having a reliable & well-designed service

Receiving official information, what happens to recycling

Receiving information about how well are is doing w/ recycling

Seeing lots of households participating

TV news / documentaries about recycling

Word of mouth 

INCPEN; Public Confidence In Recycling; 
2021; UK gen pop (n=2049)



Tell the Story of Recycling 

• Show how recycling works

• Evidence that it is real

• Context to explain sorting rules
o Why somethings aren’t recyclable

o Why rules change over time



Show what things get recycled into

Tell the Story of Recycling 



Tell the Story of Recycling 

• Positive impact of Recycling

o Jobs created 
o Economic impact
o GHG reductions

• Connect their effort to a result

• Connect recycling to their values
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King County, WA Metro Area

https://vimeo.com/792035235/0cf251ee9f


Twin City, MN Metro Area



MRF Tours & Videos



Speak to Your Audience

• Rally the Team 

• Validation

• Empathy 

• Be authentic; Speak to values

• Transparency





Acknowledge Confusion

Pilot study 

Cart tag message: Destigmatized confusion 

Results:  38% increase in recycling tonnage



Community Ambassadors

• Train volunteers to speak to 
community groups

• Leverage credibility of “neighbors”

        Examples: Portland, Flagstaff, Laporte County, IN 

https://www.masterrecycler.org/
https://www.flagstaff.az.gov/3498/Sustainability-Leaders
https://www.solidwastedistrict.com/master-recyclers


Validate Their Effort



Transparency

https://recyclerightny.org



Focus group:  Anti-contamination message eroded confidence among 
high-achieving recyclers. 

What resonated: Transparency about recycling system.

Understand your Audience



Express confusion 
about recyclability

 Consumer Brands Association, 
 Reduce, Reuse, Confuse, 2019 (n=2000)



Inconsistency Creates Confusion



Inconsistency Creates Confusion



Power of Branding



Different Rules & Messaging



Recycling’s Brand(s)



Recycling is always on stage…



We needs to 
think like 

Steve Jobs: 

Focus on the 
user experience



Case Study:  Peoria, AZ
2021 study tested different collection routes

• Before: Recycling = Brown;  Trash = Tan

• After:  Blue lid on recycling + education flyer

• 20.3%* lower contamination  
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Branding Harmonization Case Study



Case Study:  City of Fort Collins, CO

2024 Residential curbside hauling contract requires:

• Carts & lids use standard colors: 
Recycling= blue  
Compost = green; 
Trash =grey



Harmonized Regional Messaging



Policy

Truth in Labeling:

California: bans Mobius “triangle” logo if 
plastic container is not recyclable.
 

Extended Producer Responsibility - “EPR”:

• Consistent list – What is recyclable

• Reliable funding for education & outreach

• Statewide outreach campaign



Why It Matters



Alec Cooley
Senior Advisor 

alecc@buschsystems.com
(843) 530 7582 

Scan QR to access:
• This presentations
• Links to reports & resources  
• Recording of 2024 webinar:

   

mailto:alecc@buschsystems.com
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