
  



2 
 

 

Keep Britain Tidy is a leading 

independent charity with three goals – to 

eliminate litter, prevent waste and 

improve local places. We have a long 

history of successfully delivering 

campaigns and programmes that have 

positive impacts for society and the 

environment at a local, regional and 

national level. 

In 2015, Keep Britain Tidy launched the 

Centre for Social Innovation, becoming 

the only UK charity to take a systematic 

approach to applying behavioural insights 

to tackle litter and waste issues. The 

Centre focuses on understanding the root 

causes of these issues through high-

quality behavioural insights research and 

uses this together with behavioural 

science to design, pilot and scale 

behavioural interventions.  

What makes the Centre unique is that we 

have expertise in both research and 

behavioural insights and litter and waste. 

We believe bringing these two areas of 

expertise together is key to tackling the 

issues effectively.  

We work together with private, public and 

third sector organisations, local 

authorities’ managerial and operational 

staff as well as communities, to design 

interventions which are cost-effective, 

measurable and practical to deliver. In 

this way, we ensure that the interventions 

we develop are scalable. To date, over 

290 local authorities and other 

organisations have implemented one or 

more of our tested interventions.  

We have won numerous awards for our 

work including Nudge Awards 2018, AIM 

Nudging for Good Awards 2017 and the 

Charity Awards 2016.  

We are a Company Partner of the Market 

Research Society and all of our work is 

conducted in line with the Market 

Research Society Code of Practice.  
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The Centre for Social Innovation Framework 

The aim of this research is to understand 

the underlying behavioural drivers of 

recycling contamination, alongside 

potential interventions to change 

behaviours. It builds on previous 

research1 which has predominantly 

focused on understanding the extent and 

types of recycling contamination. 

This research forms part of a wider 

programme of work that Keep Britain 

Tidy is undertaking to tackle recycling 

contamination, which is being carried out 

in line with our Social Innovation 

Framework (right). The research sits 

within the ‘Understand’ component of the 

framework. The purpose of this step is to 

gather new insights into the underlying 

drivers of behaviours using robust and in-

depth research.  

These insights are essential to improving 

existing policy and practice but also in 

                                                           
1 WRAP’s Recycling Tracker 2019 
http://www.wrap.org.uk/content/recycling-tracker-
report-0 and Resource London Recycling in Flats 

developing new targeted behavioural 

interventions – which we pilot in the real 

world, in partnership with local authorities 

and other stakeholders to gather 

evidence about what works and what 

should be scaled for broader impact.  

We have developed a series of 

behavioural intervention ideas from this 

research which we would now like to take 

forward for piloting in partnership with 

local authorities or other relevant 

stakeholders. Some of these are outlined 

later in this report.  

We also encourage our partners to think 

about developing their own intervention 

ideas for piloting, based on the insights 

from this research. In our experience, it is 

best to co-design intervention ideas with 

a range of key stakeholders, such as 

senior management, communications 

teams, frontline/operative staff and 

Research:https://resourcelondon.org/what-we-
do/innovation-and-development/flats-recycling-
project/ 

residents. This helps to ensure that 

interventions are targeted, cost effective 

and practical to deliver.  

We have developed a series of 

behavioural intervention ideas from this 

research which we would now like to take 

forward for piloting in partnership with 

local authorities. Some of these are 

outlined later in this report.  

 

http://www.wrap.org.uk/content/recycling-tracker-report-0
http://www.wrap.org.uk/content/recycling-tracker-report-0
http://www.wrap.org.uk/content/recycling-tracker-report-0
http://www.wrap.org.uk/content/recycling-tracker-report-0
https://resourcelondon.org/what-we-do/innovation-and-development/flats-recycling-project/
https://resourcelondon.org/what-we-do/innovation-and-development/flats-recycling-project/
https://resourcelondon.org/what-we-do/innovation-and-development/flats-recycling-project/
https://resourcelondon.org/what-we-do/innovation-and-development/flats-recycling-project/
https://resourcelondon.org/what-we-do/innovation-and-development/flats-recycling-project/
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authority partners for their contributions 

to the design and delivery of this 
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Introduction 

The issue of recycling contamination is 

costing some local authorities tens, if not 

hundreds of thousands of pounds each 

year. Inside the Head of the 

Contaminator is a collaborative research 

project, conducted with nine local 

authority partners, which aims to identify 

and understand what is driving residents 

to contaminate and explore the triggers 

and barriers to getting people to do the 

right thing. 

 

Methodology 

 8 x three-day online discussion 

groups – with 137 participants from 

across the nine partner authorities. 

 Each discussion group focused on a 

different contaminant – with partners 

selecting the themes most relevant to 

them. 

 Participants either ‘often’ or ‘always’ 

put the target contaminant in their 

recycling bin/sack. 

 

 

 

Key Insights 

 Committed recyclers were some of 

the worst offenders for contamination 

– this group perceive themselves as 

good recyclers without realising they 

are getting things wrong and thus 

rarely update their knowledge. 

 People are not seeking out the 

information they need nor updating 

their knowledge - instead they are 

basing their decisions about recycling 

on assumptions and their own ‘rules 

of thumb’. The information they do 

encounter is often unreliable or 

incomplete – e.g. packaging labels.  

 Communications that do reach people 

effectively tend to be proactive, 

disruptive and meet them where they 

are, e.g. rejected bins, feedback via 

bin tags/stickers, through-the-door 

communications.  

 There is a significant amount of 

uncertainty and confusion about 

recycling which was generally 

attributed to confusing and conflicting 

messages across a range of sources, 

including the media. 

 Contamination behaviours are often 

driven by feelings of guilt about 

waste.  

 People do not understand that their 

individual behaviours have an impact 

and nor how ‘the system’ works.  

 Bin space is driving contamination in 

certain households.  

 Feedback loops are essential to 

changing to changing behaviour. This 

includes direct feedback to the 

household on their specific behaviour, 

as well as general feedback on 

recycling performance and issues.  

 There is genuine confusion about 

whether nappies are recyclable.  
 

Next steps 

This research has revealed a series of 

insights and recommendations for how 

contamination can be tackled effectively. 

Using these, we have developed a 

number of intervention concepts to 

reduce contamination behaviour and will 

now be seeking partners and funding to 

trial these.   
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The research involved eight online 

discussion boards, with 137 participants 

recruited from across the nine partner 

local authority areas. The discussion 

boards were conducted over three days.  

The eight discussion groups each 

focussed on a key contamination theme 

(illustrated on page 7). Partners selected 

the themes that were of most interest to 

them and participants from their areas 

were distributed across the groups 

accordingly. 

Participants were recruited using online 

and telephone ‘screener’ surveys to 

ensure that they met the needs of our 

research and were demographically 

representative. In this research, only 

residents who said that they ‘often’ or 

‘always’ put the target contaminant in 

their recycling were invited to participate.  

The discussion boards asked participants 

a range of questions to explore their 

current behaviours and underlying 

motivations. Day three focussed on 

participants developing their ideas for 

interventions that could help to improve 

the target contamination behaviours. The 

discussion boards were hosted and 

moderated by partner agency Flex-MR.  

The discussion boards produced large 

volumes of qualitative data, which was 

analysed by Keep Britain Tidy using 

thematic coding in NVivo, a qualitative 

research software. 

Illustrative quotes from the discussion 

boards are highlighted throughout the 

report. Please note, that quotes are 

provided as they were written by 

participants on the discussion board and 

may contain typos and spelling/grammar 

errors. Furthermore, some names have 

been changed from the online 

usernames given by participants.  
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It is interesting to note that the majority of 

participants in this research were 

contaminating their recycling with more 

than one contaminant type. For example, 

participants recruited into the ‘textiles’ 

group were often also putting a range of 

other contaminant types into their 

recycling, such as ‘hard plastics’, 

cookware, food and garden waste.  

The contamination types that participants 

reported ‘often’ or ‘always’ putting in their 

recycling are shown in the following 

tables. 

It should be noted that these results 

show the contamination behaviours of 

those residents who were recruited into 

the research only. As such, it should not 

be interpreted as statistically 

representative of the participating areas, 

nor England. Nonetheless, we 

understand from partners that the list is 

generally reflective of the key 

contamination issues seen in local areas.   
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Contaminators fell into three groups as follows with people who care deeply about recycling actually being some of our worst offenders:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Many of the key behavioural issues we identified in the research were present across all groups. Additionally, people in all groups saw 

recycling as a positive and clearly understood the benefits of recycling, they just prioritise recycling to different extents. 

  

Committed recyclers 
 

 Perceive themselves as good 

at recycling, but getting a lot 

wrong without realising it 

 See ‘more’ as ‘more’ – the 

more recycling they produce, 

the better.  

 Put effort into washing, 

crushing, etc. 

 High levels of guilt about waste 

 Get frustrated with people who 

don’t recycle properly 

 Not necessarily updating their 

knowledge and behaviours with 

regards to what can/can’t be 

recycled. 

About 80% there 
 

 Perceive themselves as ‘okay’ 

at recycling, but recognise 

need for improvement and 

greater effort 

 Allow minor barriers to impact 

their recycling (putting in time 

and effort, etc.) 

 Need the extra push/incentive 

to be really good at recycling. 

 

Poor recyclers 
 

 Smallest group in our research 

 Often start the weekly/ 

fortnightly cycle with good 

intentions, but then start to use 

the recycling bin as a second 

general waste bin when bin 

space or time/effort becomes 

an issue.  
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as OK at 
recycling, but 
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A surprising finding in this research was 

that even the worst recyclers saw 

recycling as a positive and clearly 

understood its benefits. 

‘Helping the environment’ was 

overwhelmingly the most frequently 

reported reason for participants feeling 

positive about recycling (keeping waste 

out of landfill, reducing waste, reducing 

impacts on marine environments, 

reducing resource consumption, tackling 

climate change, etc.), even amongst 

those who also had negative things to 

say about recycling (e.g. that it was 

confusing or onerous). The sentiment 

‘doing my bit’ (for the environment, for 

the planet) was expressed by 39 

respondents when discussing their 

positive feelings towards recycling.  

Other positive drivers of recycling 

included being encouraged by children 

and other family members (i.e. using their 

‘pester power’); saving space in the 

general waste bin; the habit or ‘norm’ of 

recycling, for some, the ease of recycling, 

and cleanliness and hygiene (some saw 

the process of rinsing containers and 

separating food waste as ‘more hygienic’ 

than putting everything in the general 

waste bin). These positive factors were 

identified by a much smaller group of 

people.  

Overall these findings suggest that 

people do not need to be convinced that 

recycling is a good thing or that it helps 

the environment. These factors are now 

clearly well understood. Rather, as we 

will see in the following pages, people 

need to be convinced that their individual 

recycling efforts do make a difference 

within the system, and this is where we 

recommend communications and 

messaging efforts be focussed. 
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People are basing their 

decisions on assumptions  

Most participants said that they do not 

seek out information about recycling. 

Instead they are basing their decisions 

on assumptions and their own ‘rules of 

thumb’. People were often making what 

they perceive to be logical decisions 

within what could be viewed as an 

illogical recycling system. 

Assumptions around what can and can’t 

be recycled were most often based on 

material type. Participants said that if an 

item contained plastic, paper/card or 

glass (i.e. widely recycled materials) or 

‘just looked recyclable’, then they would 

put it in their recycling bin or sack.  

Many participants also assumed that if an 

item was recycled elsewhere, or had the 

potential to be recycled, it could be 

recycled in their local kerbside system. 

This was most commonly related to 

differences in collection systems across 

different local authority areas – e.g. when 

moving to a different area and assuming 

that the local collection system is the 

same as the previous. However it also 

included participants being aware, even 

vaguely, of specialist recycling services 

and businesses and the materials they 

accept, and concluding therefore that 

these items could – and should – be 

recycled via kerbside collection. Example 

include textiles recycling banks and 

charity textiles recycling, and NappiCycle 

(a nappy recycling business).  

Finally, there was a common assumption 

that the recycling process will ‘sort it out’. 

This was particularly related to making 

decisions around emptying or cleaning 

out food and drink containers, and when 

dealing with uncertainty. The latter was 

very much linked to an ‘if in doubt, put it 

in’ policy (see following pages), with 

participants believing that if the item 

wasn’t wanted it would be removed by 

‘the experts’ during processing. 
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People are relying on their own 

‘rules of thumb’  

Contamination is driven by people relying 

on their own ‘rules of thumb’ to make 

decisions around the types and condition 

of items that can be recycled. This is 

linked to a general lack of understanding 

of how the recycling system operates and 

why certain items cannot be recycled 

(discussed in the following pages). This 

insight suggests that providing residents 

with a new clear and simple set of ‘rules 

of thumb’ could be effective in addressing 

this.  

The most frequently reported rule was ‘if 

in doubt, put it in’, where if a person feels 

uncertain about an item, they choose to 

put it in the recycling instead of the 

general waste. The behaviour is linked to 

perceptions that when it comes to 

recycling, ‘more is more’. Participants 

saw having multiple recycling sacks or a 

full recycling bin as evidence of how 

good they were at recycling. Participants 

also expressed a sense of ‘hoping for the 

best’ and that it was ‘better to be safe 

than sorry’. In this sense, they believed 

that excluding the item was a lost 

opportunity for recycling, even if the item 

only had a ’50% chance’ of being 

recycled. There was relatively little 

understanding that certain items placed 

incorrectly in the recycling could not only 

undermine their own efforts, but also 

damage larger amounts of recycling (e.g. 

where entire loads are rejected).  

Other ‘rules of thumb’ identified included: 

 plastic thickness – i.e. people felt that 

thicker plastic was more likely to be 

recyclable and/or was ‘higher quality’ 

for recycling. This becomes an issue 

when dealing with ‘hard’ plastics, 

which tend not to be recyclable via 

kerbside collection systems; 

 the cleanliness of items – for 

example, some participants only 

rinsed food containers when they felt 

they posed a hygiene risk (e.g. meat 

trays), while others used their own 

‘cleanliness thresholds’ to decide 

whether something should be 

emptied/washed before recycling or 

even put into the general waste 

instead. This latter ‘rule’ was not 

limited to food and drink containers, 

but included ‘clean’, ‘wet’ and ‘dirty’ 

nappies (see page 46); and 

 the condition of items – particularly 

with textiles, whereby items 

considered unfit for charity shop 

donation were put in the recycling. 

The main issue here is that 

participants believed that textiles 

‘should’ be recycled via their co-

mingled sack or bin (further discussed 

on page 44), however we suggest 

that there is more general scope to 

help residents choose whether textile 

items are suitable for reuse or 

recycling. 
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Packaging labels are a source of 

significant confusion 

In instances where participants did seek 

out information, this was often from 

unreliable sources such as packaging 

labels (most commonly) or Google which 

often throws up incorrect advice on what 

to do with items because of the 

differences in local services. 

As has been found in previous research2 

packaging labels were a major source of 

confusion for participants, and in many  

cases it was clear that these were being 

misinterpreted, leading to contamination 

(the Green Dot, Mobius Loop and plastic 

resin code labels were all implied). There 

appeared to be little awareness of 

guidance available online3, nor the 

differences between the symbols. Many 

participants said that if a packaging label 

                                                           
2 https://resourcelondon.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/01/LWARB-Making-
recycling-work-for-people-in-flats-full-
report_200128-1.pdf 

advised to ‘check locally’ or did not 

provide recycling guidance at all, they 

would tend to base their disposal 

decision on the item’s material type or do 

whatever they did when last disposing of 

a similar item.  

The new labelling system being 

developed by the On-Pack Recycling 

Label (OPRL) scheme seeks to address 

much of this confusion by moving 

towards a simple Recycle/Don’t Recycle 

binary labelling approach4. The system 

will discontinue the ‘Check locally’ and 

‘Widely recycled’ labels, and will instead 

label an item as recyclable, if it is 

collected at the kerbside by 75% of 

councils across the UK. This may have 

implications for councils that do not 

currently collect widely recycled items 

such as plastic pots, tubs and trays. Use 

of the OPRL is also currently voluntary, 

3 See, for example, 
https://www.recyclenow.com/recycling-
knowledge/packaging-symbols-explained. 
 

meaning the new labelling system will not 

necessary address confusion caused by 

absent or alternative recycling symbols 

used across the range of products and 

brands sold in the UK. The Government 

has announced its intention to introduce 

mandatory binary labelling for recycling 

as part of its Extended Producer 

Responsibility reforms (due for 

implementation from 2023), however it is 

not yet clear how this will apply to 

products manufactured overseas. 

Overall, it is clear that the way that 

people use labels to inform their disposal 

behaviours needs to be addressed. We 

recommend working with people’s 

instinct to look at packaging by providing 

specific instructions around how they 

should be interpreted and acted on.  

 

4 These are described in their Evidence Base 
report, available at: https://www.oprl.org.uk/our-
latest-initiative/  

https://resourcelondon.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/LWARB-Making-recycling-work-for-people-in-flats-full-report_200128-1.pdf
https://resourcelondon.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/LWARB-Making-recycling-work-for-people-in-flats-full-report_200128-1.pdf
https://resourcelondon.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/LWARB-Making-recycling-work-for-people-in-flats-full-report_200128-1.pdf
https://resourcelondon.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/LWARB-Making-recycling-work-for-people-in-flats-full-report_200128-1.pdf
https://resourcelondon.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/LWARB-Making-recycling-work-for-people-in-flats-full-report_200128-1.pdf
https://www.recyclenow.com/recycling-knowledge/packaging-symbols-explained
https://www.recyclenow.com/recycling-knowledge/packaging-symbols-explained
https://www.oprl.org.uk/our-latest-initiative/
https://www.oprl.org.uk/our-latest-initiative/
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People are not fully utilising the 

council website as a source of 

information (nor directly 

engaging with council social 

media) 

Only a relatively small number of 

participants cited the council website as a 

source of information. Feedback on the 

local council website was mixed, with 

many feeling that they were ‘tricky to 

navigate’, ‘vague’ or ‘confusing’, while 

some had felt that information provided 

was easy to find and  

met their needs.  

Prompts for visiting the council website 

included: 

 first moving to an area 

 looking up a related service (for 

example, opening hours of the Reuse 

and Recycling Centre or locations of 

local recycling banks),  

 seeking clarity on how to dispose of a 

specific item or material type and: 

 in certain areas, ordering new 

recycling sacks.  

It should be noted that in instances 

where residents do visit the council 

website, it is often for a specific purpose, 

meaning they are missing other useful 

information which could help to correct 

contamination behaviours. Examples 

include looking up guidance on how to 

dispose of more unusual items like wood 

and paint, rather than looking up or 

encountering information on items they 

regularly contaminated with, such as food 

waste; and using web searches to go 

directly to a specific page (e.g. to order 

recycling sacks) bypassing other pages 

containing information on recycling. It is 

therefore recommended that councils 

consider user journey-mapping to identify 

opportunities along these pathways for 

getting key messages across in a salient 

and timely way and to encourage those 

residents who already think they are 

‘getting it right’ to refresh their 

information.  

Council social media pages were only 

mentioned by one participant in 

Darlington as a source of recycling 

information, indicating that residents do 

not tend to engage directly with these 

pages for this purpose. However 

participants indicated that social media is 

a good way to reach them indirectly, for 

example via local neighbourhood and 

community groups, and special interest 

accounts, such as parents groups.  
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Participants in the research were 

generally habitual in their recycling 

behaviours and as indicated in previous 

pages, in many cases had not updated 

their recycling knowledge for some years. 

As might be expected, then, 

communications that had reached 

participants effectively tended to be those 

that were somewhat disruptive and/or 

met them where they were (rather than 

requiring the resident to take action i.e. to 

look up information on the council 

website).  

Examples include: 

 Rejected bins and feedback 

tags/stickers (these are further 

discussed on page 39) 

 Leaflets delivered with recycling 

sacks 

 Information printed on recycling sacks 

 New bins/containers (and leaflets 

delivered with these) 

 Changes to collection dates (bin tags, 

leaflets and even social media posts 

shared by others) 

 Leaflets in post 

 Annual collection calendars 

 Social media posts shared by non-

council connections (especially local 

neighbourhood/community groups) 

Participants felt that there was scope for 

better utilising these channels by 

providing more detailed or clearer 

information about how they should 

dispose of different items.  
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Almost all participants, including our most 

confident recyclers, said that they were 

uncertain about an aspect of recycling. 

This was generally attributed to confusing 

and conflicting messages across a range 

of sources, including the media, 

alongside imprecise information from 

councils, differing collection systems 

across boroughs and perceived changes 

to advice around what was accepted on 

the kerbside by the council. 

The tables on page 25 show the items 

and materials that caused participants 

the most confusion, in order of most to 

least reported. The table on the left 

shows responses when participants were 

asked if there was anything they felt 

uncertain about when it comes to 

recycling. Responses overwhelmingly 

related to plastics and how different types 

should be treated.  

Approximately halfway through the three 

day discussion board, participants were  

presented with a list of the types of items  

their group was contaminating with and 

asked whether there were any surprises 

in the list. The results are shown in the 

table on the right. The fact that these 

items caused surprise indicates that 

participants  

previously had little inclination that they 

should not be placed in the recycling. 

This is particularly true of the items not 

included in the ‘uncertain’ list, indicating 

that participants were generally confident 

that they could be recycled. 

We strongly recommend that 

communications and other interventions 

aimed at tackling these issues try to 

focus on one contaminant type or theme 

at a time, rather than try to address 

everything at once, in order to reach 

people more effectively. To this end, 

councils could consider which of the 

issues have the greatest impact for them 

(e.g. in terms of rejected loads and cost) 

to help with prioritising and focusing their 

efforts. Some items listed may be 

relatively low impact as recycling 

contaminants and thus lower priority for 

behavioural interventions.  
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Recycling ‘rules’ and guidelines that 

cause confusion included: 

 Whether mixed packaging 

components need to be separated; 

whether lid should be removed; how 

lids should be disposed of; whether 

plastic sleeve labels should be 

removed from bottles 

 Whether containers should be 

washed 

 ‘Scrunch’ tests (particularly for 

plastics) 

 Size of items that will be accepted 

(e.g. does foil need to be at least the 

‘size of a fist’; can items such as 

plastic lids be too small). 

A key insight was that it was not so much 

the instructions themselves that caused 

confusion and frustration, but not 

understanding the rationale behind it. 

Often the ‘why’ behind certain rules or 

requirements are not explained in 

communications – largely to keep them 

short and simple. However this appears 

to be having the unintended effect of 

making people less capable of making 

the appropriate decisions when it comes 

to items or circumstances that aren’t 

specifically addressed in 

communications. In this sense, people 

are asked to remember differences in 

how to dispose of a long list of seemingly 

similar items, and then expected to make 

the right decision when it comes to items 

not specifically addressed in 

communications.  

There was a clear appetite amongst 

participants for understanding more 

about the ‘why’ of recycling practices and 

requirements, and many suggested 

solutions based on this during the co-

design session we conducted with them. 

We suggest that providing residents with 

a rationale for doing things a certain way 

will help residents to make better 

decisions about how items should be 

disposed of by providing with them with a 

new logic. 
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A surprising finding in this research was 

that contamination behaviours are often 

driven by feelings of guilt about waste.  

As previously identified, participants said 

that when they are in doubt about 

whether an item is recyclable, they tend 

to put it in their recycling rather than their 

general waste (twice as many 

participants said they do this compared 

to those opt for the general waste when 

uncertain). This was strongly linked to 

feelings of guilt about waste. Participants 

expressed a desire of wanting to find any 

alternative to landfill and this often led to 

them putting contaminants in their 

recycling in the hope that would be 

recycled.  

This provides a positive starting point for 

efforts to reduce contamination. Many 

councils already use messaging to 

highlight to residents that these 

behaviours may put their recycling efforts 

and that of others at risk. To improve the 

effectiveness of these messages, we 

suggest that communications recognise 

and acknowledge residents for trying to 

do ‘the right thing’, alongside providing 

information to correct their 

misperceptions that the process is 

managing these contaminants (i.e. by 

explaining what happens to them and 

their impacts within the system).  
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Linked to the previous insight, the 

research found that there is a general 

lack of understanding around what 

happens to waste collected from the 

kerbside and of the broader recycling 

system in general. This contributes to 

contamination behaviours in a number of 

ways: 

• People do not understand the need to 

empty or wash food and drink 

containers, and as such they do not 

put time and effort into this 

• People believe that Materials 

Recovery Facilities (note participants 

didn’t generally use or know this term 

but use terms such as recycling 

‘facility’, ‘factory’, ‘plant’ or ‘system’) 

are capable of breaking items down 

into their component parts so that the 

individual material types can be 

recycled (e.g. this was a perception 

related to nappies contamination) 

• Not understanding why textiles cause 

issues when placed in co-mingled 

kerbside collections – i.e. participants 

did not understand that textiles need 

to be recycled separately and did not 

understand the issues these items 

can cause during the processing of 

co-mingled recycling 

• Not understanding that the 

importance of quality recycling over 

quantity, and that outputs from 

recycling processes are only as good 

as what goes in.  

Again we suggest that telling people 

‘why’ will help them to build an 

understanding of how their individual 

behaviours and efforts have an impact 

with the recycling system. Many councils 

already use videos and tours to 

demonstrate how MRFs operate. 

Positively, these initiatives were 

suggested by many participants as 

something they would find helpful. The 

effectiveness of these types of initiatives 

will depend on a range of factors, 

including how they are promoted and 

accessed. Additionally, MRFs tours are 

not practical in some areas. Therefore 

councils should therefore consider the 

range of options available to them to help 

address the underlying reasons for 

participants wanting these initiatives – i.e. 

to more fully understand the recycling 

process and their role in it.  

One approach that we highly recommend 

is using stories from real people to 

communicate messages. For example, 

Jane from the MRF sharing stories of 

how she has been personally impacted 

by food waste or nappies in the recycling, 

or positive things that people do that she 

appreciates, such as rinsing containers 

out. Behavioural insights research has 

shown that our response to messages is 

greatly influenced by the messenger (the 

messenger effect). We are more 

receptive to ‘humanising’ messages that 

come from people rather than institutions, 

and we tend to empathise with and 

remember ‘stories’.  
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Making minor tweaks to messages will 

also help to build a more effective 

narrative around the rationale for certain 

recycling requirements. We recommend 

introducing a policy of always qualifying 

recycling instructions with a ‘why’. For 

example, this could be as simple as 

‘always empty and rinse your food 

containers, because otherwise they can 

spoil the paper and card in the recycling 

truck’ – anything that give people a 

reason to put a little bit of extra time and 

effort into doing the right thing. 
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There was some cynicism about whether 

recyclables are indeed recycled, making 

some participants question whether their 

efforts are worthwhile. This was most 

often linked to media stories5  and people 

seeing their recyclable waste being put in 

the same collection truck as their general 

waste (not understanding split back 

vehicles). For the most part, this did not 

appear to impact on behaviours – most 

continued to recycle anyway due to the 

positive drivers previously mentioned. 

Cynicism should therefore not be treated 

                                                           
5 For example, a recent BBC story investigated 
UK recycling found dumped on roadsides in 
Turkey: ‘Why is UK recycling being dumped by 

as a barrier to recycling or as a driver of 

negative recycling behaviours in itself. 

Rather, it is sometimes used as an 

excuse to rationalise undesirable 

behaviours or cited as a cause for 

concern. It is therefore worthwhile taking 

some steps to address perceptions 

around this.  

One simple approach to addressing 

perceptions around bin collections is to 

use dynamic truck signage (e.g. 

magnetic truck livery or digital signage) to 

Turkish roadsides?’, BBC, 26 June 2020, 

’https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/video_and_audio/m

reflect what is being collected on that 

specific round (for example, in instances 

where the refuse truck is used to collect 

recyclable waste).  

Beyond this, we strongly recommend 

providing feedback to the community on 

their recycling performance as a way to 

build trust in the system and bring it 

‘closer to home’ for people. 

  

ust_see/53181948/why-is-uk-recycling-being-
dumped-by-turkish-roadsides.   
 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/video_and_audio/must_see/53181948/why-is-uk-recycling-being-dumped-by-turkish-roadsides
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/video_and_audio/must_see/53181948/why-is-uk-recycling-being-dumped-by-turkish-roadsides
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/video_and_audio/must_see/53181948/why-is-uk-recycling-being-dumped-by-turkish-roadsides
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/video_and_audio/must_see/53181948/why-is-uk-recycling-being-dumped-by-turkish-roadsides
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/video_and_audio/must_see/53181948/why-is-uk-recycling-being-dumped-by-turkish-roadsides
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Bin space was reported by some 

participants as a driver of their 

contamination behaviours, particularly 

those with children (and especially those 

in nappies). This is a contamination issue 

in areas that use recycling bins rather 

than sacks, as it leads to households 

using the recycling bin as a second 

general waste bin.  

Participants who reported this issue knew 

what they were doing was ‘wrong’, but 

tended to see recycling and waste 

management as low priority compared to 

other life priorities. 

A lack of bin space was often attributed 

to reduced collection frequencies and 

smaller bins, and a small number of 

participants felt that this was 

compounded by reduced access to 

recycling banks (i.e. due to local banks 

being removed).  

Households that experience these issues 

are likely not separating all of their 

recyclable waste from their general waste 

and/or are producing excess waste. We 

suggest that councils identify the relevant 

households and use targeted 

interventions to tackle both of these 

issues simultaneously, starting with 

simple changes to behaviour that could 

be considered ‘low hanging fruit’. For 

example, in some areas, there are 

services in which not all residents are 

participating, such as food waste 

recycling, which if used would help with 

reducing the pressure on the general 

waste bin.  
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The vast majority of participants had a 

system in place for separating their 

recyclables from general waste inside 

their homes (only a small number of 

participants separated their waste from 

internal bins once outside). Participants’ 

in-home waste separation systems were 

generally kitchen-based rather than in 

different rooms throughout the 

household, and ranged from using split-

bin systems to separate waste through to 

more informal arrangements, such as 

storing recyclables on a window ledge 

until it was taken out.  

Overall, different systems and routines 

(or lack thereof) did not appear to have 

an influence on recycling contamination 

behaviours. We suggest therefore that 

rather than focus efforts on trying to get 

people to use a specific routine to help 

with recycling, efforts should instead 

focus on address underlying behavioural 

drivers, and people will find a system that 

works for them. 
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Feedback loops include direct feedback 

to households on specific behaviours 

(e.g. bin/sack rejection, stickers on bins, 

leaflets etc.) as well as general feedback 

on recycling performance and issues. 

Many participants had received a form of 

direct feedback and this had caused 

them to change behaviour. Additionally, 

other participants were aware that 

neighbours had had their bin/sack 

stickered or rejected or were generally 

aware that their council used these types 

of measures.  

There is some evidence to suggest that 

providing specific feedback on the 

contaminant type found is more effective 

than providing general feedback that lists 

common contaminants but does not 

identify what the resident has done.  

However in some instances, participants 

said that they believed a certain 

contamination behaviour was OK 

because they had never received a 

sticker or had their bin rejected to let 

them know otherwise. Therefore we need 

to be mindful as to how feedback loops 

are applied and of any unintended 

consequences which could arise from 

using feedback loops inconsistently or 

without wider effective communications.  

There was a clear desire amongst 

participants to hear feedback from their 

council about their area’s recycling 

performance, and what was being done 

well and not-so-well by residents. This 

links with the importance of giving people 

a ‘why’ not just to discourage certain 

behaviours but to encourage others. 

Previous research suggests that 

continually updating residents on 

momentum towards achieving a goal 

may also be an effective feedback 

mechanism.  

We suggest that local authorities should 

consider our recommendations with 

regards to reaching residents via 

proactive and direct communications, 

rather than relying purely on council web 

and social media pages for this.  
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There were a number of key drivers 

identified leading to people putting food 

waste into the recycling.  

Linked to the finding that there is a 

general lack of understanding of the 

waste system, many people believed that 

items would be washed centrally as part 

of the recycling process. Participants 

were not necessarily thinking about the 

consequences of putting food waste into 

the recycling - such as spoiling other 

materials or indeed creating an 

unpleasant problem for individuals 

working to process the recycling. There 

were also feelings that using water and 

energy and their own money to wash 

items was ‘a waste’.  

Again, people did not understand the 

impacts of their individual behaviours and 

there was a perception that small 

amounts of any food ‘wouldn’t hurt’. 

Interestingly, there was also a perception 

that small amounts of dry food, such as 

pizza crusts, was ‘okay’.  

Unsurprisingly the time and effort 

required, in addition to the ‘ick factor’ and 

messiness of cleaning out containers and 

packaging was driving people to put 

items into their recycling unwashed. 

There were also circumstances such as 

cleaning out the car, where the 

convenience of ‘sweeping’ everything 

into the recycling, including things like 

half empty drinks bottles, was leading to 

contamination.   
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As discussed previously, one of the key 

drivers leading to people putting textiles 

into their kerbside recycling is a belief 

that they are recyclable, often linked to 

knowing that they can be recycled 

elsewhere (e.g. via textiles banks). 

People expressed concern about the 

environmental impacts of textiles 

(referencing fast fashion and landfill) and 

a desire to avoid wasting these items, 

further driving their desire to recycle 

these rather than dispose of them in 

other ways.  

There was a belief that textiles that were 

not deemed in good enough condition for 

the charity shop should be recycled 

through the kerbside waste system. 

People felt that they should not ‘burden’ 

charity shops with unwanted / unsellable 

items.  

There was also a lack of understanding 

as to why textiles can’t be accepted 

alongside other recyclables and people 

were not aware of the impacts that could 

occur during processing.  

Access was also an issue, with people 

frustrated or confused about what to do 

with textiles items where either they 

didn’t know about, or have close access 

to, textiles banks and/or these were full 

or poorly maintained.  

A lack of feedback to residents, including 

continual collection without rejection also 

led some people to believe that their 

behaviour was correct. 

In areas with a kerbside textiles collection 

service, there was some confusion as to 

whether these should be items in ‘good 

enough’ condition for reuse, or items that 

are for recycling only (i.e. they cannot be 

reused due to damage).  
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One of the most interesting findings from 

this research is that there is genuine 

confusion about whether or not nappies 

are recyclable. Furthermore, this is not, 

as previously thought, being driven by 

nappy package labelling. Rather, people 

are making assumptions about nappy 

recyclability based on nappy material 

type (i.e. thinking they are made of paper 

or plastic which are thought of as 

recyclable) and/or because they had 

heard of nappy recycling services 

elsewhere (E.g. Nappicycle).  

Furthermore, there was a perception that 

clean or wet nappies were acceptable or 

‘okay’ to recycle. Previous messaging on 

this issue has asked people not to 

recycle ‘used’ or ‘soiled’ nappies, but it is 

clear that these terms can be confusing 

and/or open to interpretation, for 

example, whether a wet nappy is 

considered ‘soiled’.  

As with other contaminants, another 

driver was a strong desire to avoid waste 

and the impacts of nappies in landfill. We 

suggest that it important to help people to 

understand that putting nappies into 

recycling is in fact inadvertently 

undermining their wider environmental 

efforts.  

There were some participants for whom a 

lack of bin space and a desire to get rid 

of dirty nappies quickly was driving them 

to put nappies into the recycling bin.  

People who were contaminating their 

recycling with nappies, regardless of 

driver, included parents, grandparents 

and other relatives and there were social 

influences at play. It may be helpful to 

consider community based social 

marketing approaches to reach people 

who use nappies with messages to 

address confusion. We also suggest that 

there will be other users of nappies, such 

as childminders who should also be 

considered in the development of 

interventions to target these behaviours.  
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This group explored the issue of 

residents putting certain types of 

recyclable waste into the co-mingled bin 

or sack rather than a separate container 

provided by the council or a carrier bag 

provided by the resident. The areas and 

issues included in this group were: 

• Leicestershire (Blaby, Hinckley & 

Bosworth and Melton only): People 

who put textiles into the co-mingled 

recycled rather than in the sack 

provided by the council (Hinckley & 

Bosworth, Melton) or by the charity 

partner MIND (Blaby). 

• Luton: People who put glass in the 

co-mingled recycling instead of the 

black box provided by the council. 

• Southend-on-Sea: People who put 

textiles and small electrical items 

(WEEE) in the co-mingled recycling. 

Textiles should go in the clear sack 

provided by the council, while WEEE 

should go in a separate plastic 

shopping bag provided by the 

resident. 

• Milton Keynes: People who put glass 

jars and bottles in co-mingled instead 

of the blue box provided by the 

council.  

Key drivers to people putting items in the 

wrong container included a general lack 

of awareness that the item should be 

placed in a separate container for 

collection / not knowing how to dispose of 

the item.  

Some people reported running out of 

space in the separate container provided 

- this was generally an issue for glass 

boxes. Furthermore when boxes were 

lost or damaged, this became a barrier to 

use.  

Overall, people felt that ‘recycling is 

recycling’ and struggled to understand 

why different item types could not be 

mixed with co-mingled recycling. This 

again links to the finding that people do 

not understand the system nor how their 

individual behaviours can have an impact 

on it.  
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This group explored the issue of 

residents putting glass bottles/jars and/or 

plastic pots/tubs/trays in their co-mingled 

recycling in areas where these are not 

collected at the kerbside. Local recycling 

banks are usually provided for glass in 

these areas, and sometimes for plastic 

pots, tubs and trays. Both waste types 

can usually also be taken to the local 

Reuse and Recycling Centre.  

The areas and issues included in this 

group were: 

 Braintree: Glass is not collected, but 

plastic pots/tubs/trays are collected at 

the kerbside. Recycling banks are 

available for glass.  

 Luton: Plastic pots/tubs/ trays are not 

collected at the kerbside. Glass is 

collected at the kerbside in a separate 

box. 

 Northumberland: Neither plastic 

pot/tubs/trays nor glass are collected 

at the kerbside. Recycling banks are 

available for glass. 

The key drivers of this behaviour were 

largely the same as those identified for 

other more general contamination 

behaviours and included: 

 A lack of awareness that the item 

cannot be recycled locally. As might 

be expected, this was often linked by 

participants to differences in recycling 

systems across different boroughs. 

 Not looking up information on local 

recycling – participants generally 

made the assumption that the items 

could be recycled on the kerbside 

based on the material type and the 

fact that the items are widely 

accepted on the kerbside elsewhere.  

 A lack of understanding as to why 

these items cannot be recycled via 

the local kerbside collection. 

 Confusion around the differences 

between plastic bottles, which are 

collected in the areas at the kerbside, 

and plastic pots, tubs and trays.  

 Limited access to recycling banks / 

unwillingness to use recycling banks. 
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This research has identified a number of key insights which can be used to inform policy and practice to reduce recycling contamination. 

Keep Britain Tidy makes the following recommendations:  

1. People know that recycling is a good thing – therefore, rather than trying to convince people of this, focus messaging on how their 

individual actions make a difference within the context of the ‘recycling system’. 

2. Use feedback loops to reinforce positive behaviours and tackle negative behaviours. 

3. Use personalisation and stories to tell and show people why certain behaviours matter. 

4. Give people a new set of ‘rules of thumb’ to address confusion, perceptions that ‘more is more’, reliance on packaging labels, etc. and 

which help to build capacity to recycle correctly i.e. through encouraging people to update their knowledge more frequently.  

5. Assume that residents don’t currently visit council web or social media pages – use targeted and direct communications and 

engagement to meet people where they are, however create longer term objectives to drive traffic to council websites.  

6. Design communications for salience to help them stand out and encourage people to update their recycling knowledge.  

7. Use ‘compassionate’ communications - acknowledge that recycling is confusing and then help people to get it right.  

8. Optimise webpages for search engines such as Google (e.g. using specific terms and layout approaches) – there are a number of 

guidelines and services available online for this.  

9. Continue to address cynicism about recycling processes to ensure this can’t be used as an excuse – e.g. via signage on trucks and 

community-level feedback. 

10. Use creative ways to engage people (quizzes, ask people for their ideas, conduct surveys). 

11. Use targeted interventions to tackle problematic behaviours. 
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As part of the research, we talked to 

participants about what solutions they 

thought would be useful in changing 

behaviours and reducing recycling 

contamination. Through this a significant 

number of ideas were generated. These 

included:  

• Better communications 

› More targeted and direct 

communications (postal, targeted 

social media advertising, stickers 

on bins, outdoor advertising) 

› Community-based social 

marketing 

› Interactive communications 

approaches (quizzes, sticker 

sheets for bins) 

› Using images, colour coding, 

simplifying messaging 

› Dynamic messaging on collection 

trucks 

› Videos 

› Messages at retail outlets 

› Prompts and reminders of what to 

do by text and email 

• Using specific messaging 

approaches (tell people why, show 

people what can be made, 

personalised/humanised messaging, 

environmental messaging) 

• Using different messengers – most 

said ‘the council’; others included 

celebrities, influencers, Keep Britain 

Tidy, central government, local 

volunteers/champions 

• Changes to council services 

› more frequent collections, bigger 

bins 

› separate bins for different waste 

streams 

› subsidised internal bins 

› nappy collection service, monthly 

collections of textiles and WEEE 

› change from sacks to wheeled 

bins 

• Schools and adult education 

(including MRF tours) 

• Face-to-face engagement 

(workplace education, door-stepping, 

roadshows, surveys) 

• Rewards and incentives (council 

tax, social incentives, community 

prizes, social recognition) 

• Utilising feedback loops (direct and 

general feedback regarding positive 

and negative behaviours) 

• Pay As You Throw schemes 

• Deposit refund and retailer take-

back schemes 
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The Centre for Social Innovation is expert 

in developing effective interventions 

using behavioural insights and wider 

frameworks. Previous examples of 

interventions we have developed 

included:  

We’re Watching You: A glow-in-the-dark 

‘watching eyes’ poster intervention to 

prevent dog-fouling based on the insight 

that people tend to allow their dogs to 

foul under cover of darkness. This 

achieved a 46% reduction across 17 

local authority pilot areas and has now 

been scaled through over 100 partners. 

Social Impact Stencils: This intervention 

addressed our research insight that fly-

tipping is perpetuated by the fact that fly-

tipping often collected quickly and without 

repercussion, and involved stencilling fly-

tipped sites with a message highlighting 

the social impacts of the behaviour. This 

achieved a 67% reduction across four 

pilot sites and we are now preparing to 

scale the intervention nationally.   

Two Bag Challenge: This intervention, 

currently being piloted, asks residents to 

produce no more than two bags of waste, 

using behavioural insight approaches 

and messaging. Initial results have seen 

a 50% reduction in households 

presenting more than two bags of waste 

(2,026 households across two pilot 

areas). 

Interventions to Tackle Contamination  

Using this research we have developed a 

number of intervention concepts which 

we think will be effective in tackling 

recycling contamination behaviour. 

These include:  

 Targeted feedback loops which 

address contamination at household 

and/or community level  

 Development of new ‘rules of thumb’ 

which focus not on single materials, 

but general principles and which build 

the capacity of residents to recycle 

correctly for example, getting them to 

update their knowledge from reliable 

sources  

 Salient in-home communications to 

disrupt habitual behaviours and target 

in particular, those committed 

recyclers who do not currently update 

their recycling knowledge  

 In-situ and/or guerrilla marketing 

campaigns targeting specific 

contaminants in hotspot areas  

 Updates to current language and 

communications using the insights 

identified in this research  

 Use of values-based and 

personalised messages from MRF 

and crews to encourage people to 

recycle correctly 

 A new user-tested nappy campaign 

which addresses current confusion 

about recyclability   

We will be seeking partners and funding 

to conduct pilots of recycling 

contamination interventions from 

September 2020 onwards. 
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For more information about this research or our wider work, please contact: 

Lizzie Kenyon 

Director – Centre for Social Innovation  

Keep Britain Tidy  

lizzie.kenyon@keepbritaintidy.org  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


