


One of Australia’s leading environmental 
behaviour change organisations. 
PROVIDING POSITIVE ENVIRONMENTAL ACTIONS, FOR EVERYONE.

Why? 
The world must transition to a carbon neutral and circular economy

Established in 1992, Planet Ark Environmental Foundation is an Australian not-for-profit.
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Council & community resources available at
https://nationalrecyclingweek.com.au/councils

https://nationalrecyclingweek.com.au/councils


Information      Behaviour

“Having the requisite knowledge 
and ability to recycle does not mean 
that an individual will recycle” 
(Davies et al. 2002)



Examples of behaviour change tools

• “Thank you”…

! Personalising

! Values people’s role

• Yes/No

Self-motivated change 
& creating agency

No recycling in bags

KEEP IT LOOSE!

Thank you for recycling



Examples of behaviour change tools

• Loss aversion

• Personalising

Negative self-efficacy



Available at
https://recyclingnearyou.com.au/nationalrecyclingweek/trivia

Examples of behaviour change tools

gamification

https://recyclingnearyou.com.au/nationalrecyclingweek/trivia


What works to 
Reduce contamination 
of kerbside recycling bin
Jennifer (Downes) Macklin, Research Fellow,
BehaviourWorks Australia
Behaviourworksaustralia.org
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There’s no 
magic pill for 

behaviour 
change…



…but we can 
increase the 

odds of success.



Education 
and training

Research 
partnerships

Behaviour 
science 
projects

Our 
projects

Who we are



Who we are

In 2018, BehaviourWorks and our 
Consortium partners collectively recognised 

that Australia is facing a major issue…



– Waste generation is continuing 
to grow in Australia

– Household waste is a major 
problem for local councils

– Kerbside recycling is the main 
opportunity for most councils
to divert this waste

– Contamination is a major 
headache all across the country

– Much effort is being spent, 
often for less than ideal reward

So the 
Waste Collaboration

Kerbside Recycling Trials 
were born!



Governments at 
all levels got 
together and 
worked with 

BehaviourWorks 
to learn more 
and discover 
what works.



Reviewed literature Interviewed governments

Conducted experiments Trialled programs

We…



What we learned 
about contamination



Phys
ica

l Social

Individual

Opportunity
(system)

Environment

Items

Perceived 
norms

+ judgement
Prevailing
meanings
/ culture

Social 
proof

Physical
capacity

Mental
capacity

Knowledge Attitudes
+ beliefs

Reflective
motivation

Automatic
motivation

“Commingled”
Inconsistency         

Service options                  
Space for sorting

Distance from bins   
Existing signage       

Packaging proliferation
Complex / composite

Inaccurate advice from trusted messengers
Judgement from others

“Recyclable” (tech vs kerbside)
Convenience + consumerism

Media / documentaries
Visible problems in MUDs

Moving of bins  
Separating materials

Headspace   
Competing priorities

Simplified rules               
Inconsistent messages        
Lack of understanding

Entitlement
Hygiene/aesthetics

Inefficacy
Distrust / scepticism

Lack of consequences

Edited summary of contextual barriers identified during 
Behaviour Change training exercises by Jenni Downes

Many barriers to 
good recycling

Old habits



Most common 
issue is confusion

Misinformation 
& confusion

Confusing
symbols

Changes 
over time 

Message
overload

Ambiguous
language / 
concepts

Inconsistency
across

jurisdictions

Conflicting
guidance

Confused, so give up

Think they know 
(though they don’t)

so don’t pay attention



Enablement

Social
modelling

Persuasion

Restriction

Training

Incentives

Education

Coercion Demonstration/modelling, 
norms, commitments, feedback

Changing bin appearance &
surrounding environment 
(nudges / priming)

Changes to infrastructure
& service provision

Communications tailored 
to audience beliefs / attitudes

& behavioural drivers

Banning sale of certain items,
permanent removal of bin

Door-knocking, workshops,         
onsite training, events     

(Implementation intentions)

Differential pricing,   
fines, taxes, temporary  
bin rejection / removal

Information & instruction 
physical, digital, in-person   .

Financial / reputation 
rewards, prizes,  

giveaways     

What works to reduce contamination?

MORE
evidence
in literature
/ practice

LESS / 
POOR 
evidence
in literature 
/ practice

Limited evidence of what works, but some clues

Context
restructuring



What we did



Co-designed feasible solutions to trial



Grab and hold 
people’s attention?

(Visually)

Improve people’s 
sorting knowledge?

(Short-term)

Improve people’s 
sorting behaviour?

(Actually!)

Facebook Survey-based Context Systems Feedback

ONLINE EXPERIMENTS FIELD TRIALS

What works to… 

Conducted a series of experiments / trials



ONLINE EXPERIMENTS FIELD TRIALS
Facebook Survey-based Context Systems Feedback

Social media posts
(Messages /

images)

Flyers / Websites   
/  Kerbside streams

Priming + 
Bin bay materials

+ Followup

Priming + 
Reusable bags 

+ Followup

Priming + 
Personalised 

feedback
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Facebook Survey-based Context Systems Feedback

Social media posts
(messages /

images)

Flyers 
(lists, images, 

messages)

Priming + 
Bin bay materials

+ Followup

Priming + 
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What we learned 
about what works



Targeting contamination & 
leakage at the same time 

creates confusion

or

Focusing on ‘no’ items 
is more effective at getting 

them out of the bin



Messaging can affect 
behaviour for better or 
worse, and we need to 

know more

There are some 
promising messages

A bit 
worse

Much
worse

Both of these messages increased contamination

"

"

"

"



Traditional approaches 
(signage / educational 

materials) are 
not sufficient

Behaviourally-informed, 
personalised feedback 

can reduce contamination

We still need to investigate other less-intensive options



What you can do



(Just one ‘behaviour’ has 
many steps in the chain)

Be very clear, 
and targeted 
on what you 

want to achieve People use
‘reusable’ bag 

to collect / store
recycling



Be very clear, 
and targeted 
on what you 

want to achieve

Understand
the specific issues

Bagged
recyclables

Belief that recycling 
is hand sorted, and 
bag will be opened / 

emptied

Attitude that waste 
is ‘yuk’ / unhygienic 

and needs to be 
contained in bag

Ingrained habit of 
collecting wastes in 

plastic bags

Limited space to 
have a recycling 
receptacle inside 
kitchen / home

Inconvenient
distance to return 

recycling receptacle 
after emptying



Be very clear, 
and targeted 
on what you 

want to achieve

Understand
the specific issues

Match your approach
to the main barriers

Incorrect 
beliefs

Hygiene
concerns

Physical
barriers

Education

Persuasion,
Tips & tricks

Enablement

Bagged
recyclables



Be very clear, 
and targeted 
on what you 

want to achieve

Test, learn
and adapt

Understand
the specific issues

Match your approach
to the main barriers



THANK YOU
JENNIFER (DOWNES) MACKLIN
RESEARCH FELLOW,
BEHAVIOURWORKS AUSTRALIA
E: Jenni.Downes@monash.edu

mailto:Jenni.Downes@monash.Edu


Behaviour change trial resources
Available at the National Recycling Week Resource Hub



Behaviour change trial resources

https://nationalrecyclingweek.com.au/councils/hub

Available at the National Recycling Week Resource Hub

https://nationalrecyclingweek.com.au/councils/hub


Ryan Collins
Head of Circular Economy Programs
Planet Ark
ryan@planetark.org

Alejandra Laclette
Senior Recycling Campaigns Manager
Planet Ark
alejandra @planetark.org


