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Introduction 
  In 2013, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA, 2013) estimated that Americans 

generate over 254 million tons of municipal solid waste; equal to a daily average of 4.40 pounds 

of garbage produced by each individual. With the now insurmountable evidence that global 

warming is negatively affecting the earth and its natural resources, several strategies and tactics, 

such as recycling programs, an increase in the use of renewable energy, use of energy efficient 

appliances, etc., have been implemented in hopes of minimizing the United States’ overall 

carbon footprint. Of those practices, recycling is one of the most economical and accessible 

environmentally progressive strategy’s that the average person can participate in. The process of 

recycling used items is imperative to the health of the environment in that it diverts unwanted 

waste from being permanently shipped to a landfill, and in turn reduces the natural resources and 

energy required to reproduce such material (Moon, 2), and reduces that amount greenhouse 

gasses being emitted into the atmosphere. When sorted correctly and not contaminated, recycling 

can be an effective environmentally beneficial practice.  

The EPA estimates that 75% of the American waste stream is recyclable, but we only 

recycle about 30% of it. Being that great deal of recyclable material is mistakenly being thrown 

out as municipal waste, busy areas that draw a great deal of daily human activity, such as a 

public institution, can be an exceptional target towards the collection of recyclable material. 

Boston College estimates that the average college student produces 640 pounds of solid waste 

each year, including 500 disposable cups and 320 pounds of paper (Boston College, 2016). With 

the large amount of recyclable material being produced by students, it is imperative that the 

waste be placed accordingly within a recycling bin to prevent the contamination and rejection of 

a recycling load. This report will attempt to analyze students’ knowledge regarding recycling as 

well as their tendencies at the University of Arizona, specifically within the College of 
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Architecture, Planning and Landscape Architecture (CAPLA). The goal is to determine any 

strategies that can be implemented to reduce the amount of contamination that is often seen in 

recycling bins.  

 

Literature Review  
Before conducting research on the factors that influence the recycling behaviors and 

contamination of bin of students at the College of Architecture, Planning, and Landscape 

Architecture, it’s imperative to review previously conducted case studies and research that have 

analyzed this or topic closely related. The goal of this section is to examine previously 

researched studies in a similar field to help determine which, if any, methods can be 

implemented to reduce the amount of contamination that is seen in recycling bins.  

Recycling in Tucson 
In a recent survey conducted by the City of Tucson’s Environmental Services 

Department, it was found that 90% of the population within the city limits regularly recycle and 

set their blue bin out on the street for it to be picked up (City of Tucson, n.d). Although a 90% 

participation rate is great, that number is offset by the high contamination rate. Based on the 

recycling audits regularly conducted, it was found that 20% of the materials that arrive at 

Tucson’s Material Recovery Facility (MRF) do not belong there and are considered 

contaminants (City of Tucson, n.d).  
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Why do students not recycle?  
There are several reasons as to why students are not participating in recycling their 

disposable items. Linda Moon, a student at UC Berkeley, conducted a case study in 2010 to help 

determine why students at UC Berkeley do not recycle. Moon found that of the 134 participants 

that completed her survey, 74.4% of respondents considered themselves as regular recyclers 

(Moon, 2010). When asked why they do not recycle when on campus, Moon found that 64% of 

the participants said that it was due to the accessibility/visibility the bins, while 30% were not 

sure what materials was acceptable in the recycling bin (Moon, 2010). When asked for solutions 

to help combat the issue of recycling participation on campus, 65% of the participants suggested 

making informational signs would make the bins more appealing (Moon, 2010). Ease of access 

to recycling bins, not knowing what does and does not belong in a recycling bin, and the design 

of the bin itself seemed to be the three-main reason as to why students at UC Berkeley do not 

recycle on campus.  

In a study conducted by a group of three undergraduate students at the University of 

Toronto, Mississauga (UTM), it was discovered that using images on recycling bins proved to be 

extremely effective. The group wanted to see if labeling what does and does not belong inside 

the bin increased participation rate as well as the contamination rate. They did this by completing 

weekly waste audits on the same bins, but each bin had different labeling. One bin solely 

specified if the bin was for “waste” or for “recycling”, the second included icons of what is 

acceptable in the bin, and the third bin included a sign and text together. The group of students 

found that “recycling labels increase campus waste diversion rate by 164%” (UTM, n.d). This 

proves that labeling waste receptacles does indeed improve rates of recycling as well as lowering 

contamination rates.   
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Recycling at the University of Arizona 
In 2016, the Students for Sustainability group at the University of Arizona started and 

embarked on the Wildcat Waste Challenge. The goal of this project was intended to reduce the 

amount of waste the main library and make sure that the trash is being thrown away into the 

correct bin. It was month long study consisted of weekly waste audits to measure the amount to 

trash be collected and the contamination rate within the library. The student found that 80% of 

the trash that was thrown in a municipal waste bin could have been recycled or used as compost 

(Williams, 2016). The group of student also weighed the material collected and found that 63% 

of the material in the recycling bins were items that were considered contaminants, showing that 

more than half of the material in the recycling bins were not being correctly disposed of 

(Williams, 2016). Although the main library is an area of high traffic, this shows that many 

student and visitors at the University of Arizona are not aware of what should and should go in 

the recycling bin. According to David Munro, Program Coordinator for Recycling and Waste 

Management at the University of Arizona, the school as a whole recycles 40% of its total waste 

(Munro, n.d), much better than the 80% seen at the main library. Because of the high rates of 

contamination, it is important to investigate these issues to try to help combat the problem not 

only at the UofA, but at other collegiate institutions, and even in public and private settings. 

 

 

 

 

 



	 CAPLA	Recycling	Behaviors,	7	

Methodology  
  The intention of this case study is to assess the recycling habits, knowledge, and 

tendencies from a sample of students studying at the College of Architecture, Planning, and 

Landscape Architecture (CAPLA) at the University of Arizona. The study also intends to 

discover the best strategies to help increase recycling participation while decreasing 

contamination rates.  The data for this study was collected through a short questionnaire. The 

first section of the inquiry includes a series of questions intended to help evaluate the recycling 

habits and propensities of the participating students of CAPLA. The second section of the 

questionnaire includes a quiz. The quiz consists of a series of ten YES/NO questions to gage the 

students’ knowledge on items that do and do not belong in a recycling receptacle, according to 

the city of Tucson. 

For this study, a total of 80 students from the College of Architecture, Planning, and 

Landscape Architecture were surveyed; 40 of whom are working towards an Architecture related 

degree (ARCH), and 40 students in the Sustainable Built Environments degree program (SBE). 

The study will cumulatively analyze the results from all participating students and evaluate the 

students’ behaviors and knowledge of this particular college collectively. The case study will 

also evaluate the information gathered based on the major/area of study of each participant (SBE 

vs. ARCH).  

The curriculum for the Sustainable Built Environments degree focuses towards 

sustainability of the natural environment and environmentally friendly practices, while the 

architecture program is centered around the techniques of designing and building in construction. 

Knowing this, it is hypothesized that the data collection will show that the scores of the students 

in the Sustainable Built Environments degree program will demonstrate that they and have a 

higher environmentally conscious mindset regarding recycling and are also more willing to make 
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an effort to properly dispose items in the correct bin. It is also hypothesized that SBE students 

will also average a higher score on the questionnaire quiz.    

A total of 80 students participated in this study. The questionnaire was administered in 

two different ways; online and also in person. Twenty (25%) of the total responses were 

retrieved through survyemonkey.com, an online survey development software. The link for the 

questionnaire was shared to students via email and through the Sustainable Built Environment 

Facebook group page. The other 60 responses were gathered through an in-person, questionnaire 

handout. Students seen at the College of Architecture, Planning, and Landscape Architecture 

(CAPLA) were chosen at random and asked if they were studying an Architecture related degree 

or in the Sustainable Built Environments program. If they answered ‘yes’ and agreed to 

participate in the study, they were given a handout of the questionnaire and were asked to fill it 

out to the best of their knowledge. These two methods of data collection were conducted until 

the results from 40 students of each of the target population (ARCH and SBE students) were 

collected.  
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                Figure 1: Sample of questionnaire use in this case study  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Recycling Behaviors and Knowledge at CAPLA

1. Do you recycle at home? Y / N

2. Do you recycle when on campus? Y / N

3. Do your roommates/parents/whoever you live with recycle? Y / N

4. Do their recycling tendencies influence your own habits? Y / N

5. Are you aware that recycling contamination is an issue? Y / N

6. Are you interested in learning about which item do & don’t belong in the recycling bin? Y / N
7. How long are you likely to hold on to an item looking for a recycling bin in a public setting 

before throwing it in a regular trash bin? (select one): 

a. 30 minutes or less b. 1 – 2 hours 
c. 3 – 4 hours d. Until a recycling bin is found

8. What prevents your from recycling? : 

Quiz:

Recyclable or Not? (Assuming they have been used and can be cleaned):

a. Plastics Bags Y / N
b. Used Pizza Box Y / N 
c. Used Paper Towels Y / N
d. Shredded Paper Y / N
e. Telephone Books Y / N
f. Styrofoam Cups/Plates Y / N
g. Milk Cartons/Drink Boxes Y / N
h. Aluminum Cans Y / N
i. Glass Bottles and Jars Y / N
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Data Collected 

Question 1 
This question aims to find out if the participants recycle at their place of residence. The data 

collected 

depicts that 

83% of 

architecture 

students 

recycle at 

home, 5% 

less than the  

 

     Chart 1: Percentage of students who recycle in their home 

88% of SBE students who recycle at home. As a collective, it was determined that 85% of all 

students enrolled in the College of Architecture, Planning, and Landscape Architecture currently 

recycle. A number of students who answered ‘no’ mentioned that they would like to recycle at 

home, but their place of residence does not offer recycling services to residents.  

 

Question 2 
Rather than try to gage the number of participants who recycle at home, question 2 of the 

questionnaire seeks to find if there is a change in behavior when students leave the comfort of 

their home and are on campus. The data shows that 88% of both ARCH and SBE students 

collectively make an effort to recycle on campus. The number of students in the SBE program 
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who actively recycle did not change based on where they are. Both Chart 1 and Chart 2 show 

that 88% of SBE students recycle, whether they are at home or at school. On the other hand, 

there is a 5% increase in ARCH students who recycle when they are on campus (88%) as 

opposed to when they are at home (83%). 

 

Chart 2: Percentage of students who recycle on campus 

 

Question 3 
The intention of this question is to determine if the roommates, parents, or whomever the 

participants live with also actively recycle. The data from Chart 3 shows that the members of the 

architecture students household (73%) are not as prone to recycle as the members of the SBE 

students’ household (85%) do. It is less likely for an ARCH student to live in a household where 

recycling is practiced that it is for an SBE student. As a whole (both SBE and ARCH), around 

79% of the friends and family members of the students of CAPLA currently recycle, compared 

to the 87% of CAPLA students recycle.  This shows that the students of CAPLA are more prone 
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to incorporate recycling into their lifestyle than those whom they live with. On average, about 

86% of ARCH students recycle, compared to the 73% rate that their roommates and family 

demonstrate, a 13% difference. On the other hand, 88% of SBE students recycle compared to the 

85% rate of the people they live with, only a 3% difference. Based on this data, it can be 

speculated that either SBE students have a higher tendency of being influenced by the behaviors 

they see in their house, or they themselves are influencing and changing the behaviors of those 

who they 

live with. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     Chart 3: Percentage of student’ roommates/parent who recycle 

 

Question 4 
This question aims to either validate or reject the two proposed hypothesized claims 

coming from the data collected in Chart 3; “SBE students are either being influenced by the 

recycling behaviors they see in their house, or they themselves are influencing and changing the 

behaviors of those who they live with”. Chart 4 shows that a high percentage of SBE students 

are or have been influenced by the recycling tendencies of those whom they live with. 70% 
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percent of SBE students were noted saying that their family members and/or roommates 

recycling habits have an effect on their own actions, while only 50% of ARCH students said that 

they have been or are influenced by those close to them.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                    Chart 4: Percentage of student who are influenced by others recycling habits 

 

 

Question 5 
Information gathered from Chart 5 indicates that collectively, 79% of the students at 

CAPLA are aware that contamination in recycling bins is an issue. The data collected reveals 

that the percentage of the two target groups who are informed about this problem that the 

recycling industry is facing is nearly identical. 78% of ARCH students are aware is the issue, 

slightly less than the 80% of the SBE population. 
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 Chart 5: Percentage of student that are aware of recycling contamination  

 

Question 6 
 The data collected from the question posed on Chart 6 measures how long the 

participators are actually willing to hold onto a recyclable item before tossing it into an ordinary 

trash bin. Of the four options (30 minutes or less, 1 – 2 hours, 3 – 4 hours, or until a recycling 

receptacle is found), a high percentage of both participating groups revealed that they are only 

willing to hold on to a recyclable item for a maximum of 30 minutes before it gets thrown into a 

regular trash bin. Chart 6 data indicates that 68% of the ARCH student participants prefer not to 

hold on to an item for more than 30 minutes, while 48% of SBE students share this notion. The 

other glaring discovery from data collection reveals that 33% of SBE participants are willing to 

carry an item with them until the proper trash receptacle is found, while only 18% of ARCH 

students are willing to do the same and wait it out. Although previous data indicates that the two 
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group populations willingly recycle at similar rates, the data shows SBE students are more 

inclined to make sure that their trash is place in the proper receptacle. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                
Chart 5: The time participants are willing to hold on to a recycling item before tossing it 

             if the proper bin is not found  
 

 

Question 7 
The results from Chart 7 indicate that both groups nearly unanimously agreed that they 

are willing to learn how to differentiate between which items do and do not belong in a recycling 

bin and how to properly dispose of them. Only 7% of ARCH students displayed no interest in 

knowing more about this subject, while all SBE participants were in full agreement that they are 

willing to assimilate more information regarding this particular subject. 



	 CAPLA	Recycling	Behaviors,	16	

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chart 7: Percentage of students that want to know which items do and do not belong in the recycling bin 
 
 

 
Question 8 
 Question 8 was a free response question that asked students what it was that prevented 

them from recycling. Of the responses from this question, 67% of the participants noted it was an 

issue with proximity or not having a bin in sight. Question 6 on the questionnaire, Chart 6, 

helped validate this finding. More than half of the students (54%) said they are not willing to 

hold onto an item for more than 30 minutes if they cannot find a recycling bin near them. 

Another 26% of the responses for question 8 said that the issue for them was not knowing what 

does and does not belong in the recycling bin. 
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Questionnaire Quiz 
  

                     Chart 8: Ten question quiz provided on questionnaire 
 
 

The second section of the questionnaire includes a series of 10 yes/no questions to 

determine how well the participants are informed as to which items do and do not belong in the 

recycling bin, according to the city of Tucson. For the purposes of this case study, the answers 

were determined by the items that the City of Tucson’s Environmental Services Department has 

deemed acceptable and non-acceptable to recycle. Although some of the items in the quiz may be 

acceptable in other regions of the country, every city/recycling service has their own set of 

guidelines as to which items are and are not allowed. To limit any confusion students may have, 

most of the items selected for the quiz have a definitive, universally known yes or no answer. 

Each questionnaire quiz was scored and individually graded. The cumulative data was also 

collected for each question by tallying up the responses to find the percentage of subjects who 

answered correctly.   
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Figure 2: List of acceptable and non-acceptable items according to ‘Do More Blue,’ the recycling program for City 
of Tucson’s Environmental Services Department. 
 
 

4. CORRUGATED CARDBOARD
5. BROWN PAPER BAGS
6. NEWSPAPERS

5

6

4

7

8

7. PAPERBOARD
8. MOLDED FIBERBOARD

16

18

17

16. PRINTING AND WRITING PAPER
17. MAIL AND COPY PAPER
18. BROCHURES AND OTHER PAPER

1. PLASTIC (PETE) BOTTLES

1

11. GLASS FOOD AND BEVERAGE
 BOTTLES AND JARS
11. GLASS FOOD AND BEVERAGE

11

9. MAGAZINES AND CATALOGS
10. NOTEBOOKS AND  PHONEBOOKS

9
10

14

2. PLASTIC CONTAINERS2. PLASTIC CONTAINERS

2

3. PLASTIC
 (HDPE) 
 BOTTLES 
 AND JUGS

3

15. MILK 
 CARTONS 
 AND  DRINK
 BOXES

 CARTONS 
 AND  DRINK
 BOXES

 CARTONS 
 AND  DRINK
 BOXES

15

14. RIGID PLASTICS

12. ALUMINUM CANS
13. STEEL / TIN CANS
12. ALUMINUM CANS

12

13

Discover all you            can Blue at           tucsonaz.gov/esdDiscover all you            can Blue at           tucsonaz.gov/esdDiscover all you            can Blue at           tucsonaz.gov/esdDiscover all you            can Blue at           tucsonaz.gov/esdDiscover all you            can Blue at           tucsonaz.gov/esd

AND PLEASE, NO PLASTIC BAGS, 
BUBBLE WRAP OR STYROFOAM!TM
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Plastic Bags 
 
 Although many plastic bags have a similar recycling friendly icon printed on the bag as 

seen on Picture 1, according to Figure 2, plastic bags are not acceptable in the recycling 

receptacles that are picked up by the City of Tucson. Many local grocery  

stores and department stores have designated receptacles near the front of the store that are 

strictly for plastic bags if an individual wants to recycle them. The results from the quiz were 

nearly identical, as 45% of ARCH students answered 

this question correctly, while 48% of SBE majors 

managed to get the correct answer. Collectively, 

CAPLA students received a relatively low score of 

46.5%, indicating that a large portion of CAPLA 

students are unaware that bags should not be placed 

in the recycling receptacles.     Picture 1: Common plastic bag 

 

 

Pizza Box 
Similar to plastic bags, a large percentage of students failed to answer this question correctly. 

CAPLA students received a cumulative score of 54% correct responses. 50% of ARCH students 

managed to answer this question correctly, while SBE student scored slightly higher at 58%. 

This item might also be confusing to many individuals, as pizza boxes are made of cardboard, 

and cardboard is widely known as one of the acceptable recyclable items. The problem with 

pizza boxes is the pizza itself that comes in contact with the cardboard. Once the grease from the 

pizza touches and seeps into the cardboard, the box becomes contaminated. According to 



	 CAPLA	Recycling	Behaviors,	20	

Stanford University, the [cardboard] cannot be recycled because the paper fibers will not be able 

to be separated from the oils during the pulping process (Stanford University, n.d). The 

cardboard box itself would be accepted in any bin, but not once it comes in contact with the 

pizza. The quiz specifies for the participant to assume that the items listed have been used and 

can be cleaned. But once the box becomes contaminated with grease, it is no longer able to be 

cleaned thoroughly enough for it to be acceptable.  

 

Paper Towels 
Another item that seems to be a difficult one for the subjects. The word “paper” may lead 

some to believe that this item can be recycled, but the answer for paper towels is, no, they cannot 

be recycled.  According to Jingshi Wu of Stanford University, paper towels cannot be recycled 

the way other paper products are because the fibers usually are too short to be used again. Paper 

towels are typically made from paper that has already been recycled multiple times, and the 

fibers in the paper get shorter every time the paper is reused (Wu, 2005).  Wu states that paper 

can be recycled 5-10 times before the fibers are too short to be reused, and “paper towels and 

napkins are the last stop in the recycling chain.” 68% of ARCH students answered this question 

correctly, 5% higher than the 63% scored by SBE students. Collectively, the two groups received 

an average a score of 65.5% for this question. 

 

Shredded Paper 
This question produced the lowest rate of correct answers from the quiz. Cumulatively, 

15% of CAPLA participants answered the question correctly. ARCH students had a success rate 

of 5%, SBE’s rate was 25% of responses answered correctly. David Munro, Program 

Coordinator for Recycling and Waste Management at the University of Arizona, states that 
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shredded paper should not be recycled unless it is bagged in a clear, recyclable bag (Munro, 

2015). Munro states that the reason for this is because if not properly contained, shredding paper 

will easily be blow away and cause litter. Shredded paper can also alternatively be composted.  

 

Telephone Books 
Per the Figure 2, it is acceptable to place telephone books inside the recycling bin. This 

question posted one of the highest collective scores, an 88% success rate. Each individual group 

also scored an 88% for correctly answering that telephone books do belong in recycling bins. 

 

Styrofoam  
There are several regions in the US that allow Styrofoam (polystyrene) to be recycled, 

but Tucson is not one of them. Per Figure 2, the City of Tucson states that they do not accept 

Styrofoam in their facilities. One of the reasons is that the material, polystyrene, is very light in 

weight, and can be easily blown away and become litter (City of Tucson, n.d). The City of 

Tucson also explains that because Styrofoam cups usually come in along with drink lids and 

straws that are usually thrown out still intact, making it very difficult to isolate each plastic. To 

avoid further contamination and extra work, the Tucson recycling facilities do not accept 

Styrofoam, but there are places in Tucson where Styrofoam can be taken and properly recycled.  

60% of ARCH students answered this question correctly, 15% less than the 75% success 

rate posted by the SBE students. Collectively, 67.5% of the participants successfully answered 

this question correctly.  
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Bubble Wrap 
Per Figure 2, The City of Tucson does not accept bubble wrap inside recycling 

containers. The type of plastic that bubble wrap falls under (RIC #4:  LDPE) is typically allowed 

to be recycled, but only when it is in its sturdy and rigid form (Recyclebank, 2018). Bubble wrap 

is considered plastic film, which is easy to get caught in the sorting machines at the recycling 

center. This can disrupt the work, jam the machines, and cost the recycling center money 

(Recyclebank, 2018). The two groups scored a collective score of 69%, while individually 

ARCH students scored 65%, slightly under the 73% score by the student in the SBE program. 

 

Milk Cartons/Drink Boxes 
Per Figure 2, milk cartons and drink boxes are 

allowed in Tucson and should be placed inside recycling 

receptacles. But before placing a milk/drink box, it is 

recommended that the containers be rinsed out to rid it 

of any leftover fluids. When left inside these containers, 

these fluids can develop foul odors in the recycling 

plant. For example, warm milk and beer can leave a very 

unpleasant odor permeating the facility. The students of 

CAPLA collectively scored at 85.5% on this question, 

with ARCH students scoring 88%, and SBE students 

scoring an 83%.                   Picture 2: Bails of recyclable   

                                    Materials Recovery Facility in Tucson 
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Aluminum cans 
                  This question posted the highest collective score out of any question on the quiz, 

averaging a correct response rate of 97.5%. ARCH students posted the only perfect score of the 

quiz, with 100% of the participants getting this question correct. SBE students were not far 

behind, posting a score of 95% for this question. It is safe to safe that amongst students at 

CAPLA, it is generally agreed and known that aluminum is recyclable. There is a big demand for 

aluminum, but the City of Tucson requests that aluminum cans not be flattened as it can clog up 

the sorting equipment (City of Tucson, n.d).  

 

Glass Bottles 
                 This question posted the second highest cumulative score of the quiz with an average 

of 91.5% correct responses. ARCH students nearly had another perfect score, just missing it with 

a 98% correct response rate. 85% of SBE participants selected the correct answer. Glass bottles 

are widely accepted at most recycling centers, but they must be not be broken or smashed, as this 

can had adverse effects on the sorting equipment.  

 

Results 
                After tallying up all 80 questionnaire quiz responses together, the average cumulative 

score of both target populations, Architecture and Sustainable Built Environments majors, was 

67.63%. SBE students posted the higher average score of the two groups with a 69% correct 

response rate. ARCH students, on the other hand, averaged a score of 66.25%, a difference of 

less than 3%. Although it is not a terrible score, it is considered barely passing. This finding 

proves that knowing what should and should not go in a recycling bin is not as obvious or easy 

as it may seem. It is important to educate the public as to what is and is not recyclable. 
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Conclusion  
               Before the data was gathered for this case study, it was hypothesized that because the 

curriculum for the degree is centered around environmentally friendly practices, SBE students 

would demonstrate a more environmentally conscious mindset and behavior in regard to 

recycling. Although the data did prove that the responses given by the SBE majors point to them 

having more environmentally conscious mindset, it was not by a wide enough margin to 

definitively say that they are.  

         On the other hand, several of the responses from the case study proved that the main reason 

why students do not recycle is directly related to having a bin nearby or in sight. More than 50% 

of the participants in the questionnaire stated that they are not willing to hold into to an item for a 

maximum of 30 minutes before they choose to throw it in a municipal waste bin. That short 

amount of time proves that it is indeed imperative to have several recycling receptacles in plain 

sight for people in public settings, especially in areas of high traffic. Another solution to the 

contamination issue seen here is Arizona is to educate the public as to what is and is not 

recyclable. The average score of 67% that the participants in the questionnaire quiz received 

validates that it is not widely known what should and should not go in a recycling bin, and is a 

major contributor to the contamination rates in recycling bins. One suggested solution to this 

issue is to include signs and proper labeling on bins so that the public knows where to correctly 

place they’re into without having to think too much about it. In short, more bins and more 

signs/labels!  
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Limitations  
               The main limitation of this project was the inability to actually conduct an audit on the 

recycling bins at the College of Architecture, Planning, and Landscape Architecture. The initial 

case study proposal was to consist of both an assessment of the recycling contamination at 

CAPLA as well as a questionnaire. The plan was to conduct an initial audit of the recycling 

receptacles after a week of collection on the second and third floor studio spaces. Then, the 

recycling bins were to be moved around in relation to the proximity to the exit doors, as well as 

in relation to regular trash bins. After a week of trash collection in their new spaces, another 

audit was to be conducted to see if moving the receptacles both closer and further from the door 

had any effect on contamination rates, as well as moving recycling receptacles further away from 

regular trash bins. Unfortunately, it was not possible to coordinate this level of analysis in the 

building for a variety of reasons.  

                   Another limitation was that the questionnaire used for this study.  Several changes 

were made to the questionnaire throughout the process of data collection, so not everyone 

received the same questionnaire or instructions. Several students were unclear of what some of 

the questions were asking, but still answered to the best of their abilities. For example, on the 

quiz section of the questionnaire, some participants pointed out that it was not made clear if the 

pizza box had or had not been used yet. Had the box not been used, then it would be recyclable, 

but if it had been used then it would no longer be acceptable. After the first handful of 

questionnaires were complete, a change was made to the wording of the question. The revised 

version made it clear that to assume that the items listed had been used and can also be cleaned. 

The questionnaire quiz could have also been specified better. For example, the wording for the 

quiz should have been “Which of these items do NOT belong in your curbside blue recycling 

bin?” rather than asking if the item is “Recyclable or Not?”. This is because some of these items 
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are technically recyclable, such as plastic bags and Styrofoam, but they should not go in the 

curbside recycling bin. These items can be recycled if it is done through an alternative method, 

but not through the neighborhood blue recycling bin or on campus. It was implied that the 

questionnaire was asking about recycling at home or on campus, but it was never specified in the 

questionnaire. Some student may have interpreted the suggested method differently than others.  
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