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What considerations for education changing the recycle behaviors 
of college students can be made to reduce recycling 

contamination?

• Recycling has numerous environmental and economic benefits.

• College students are an important demographic because of their 
age and future role in society.

• Recycling streams can be very contaminated and lead to recyclable 
materials being sent to the landfill.

• Interned with UW Recycling and worked on waste reduction 
education.

• Conducted scholarly research and created a survey to supplement 
research.

• Mixed results across studies on environmental knowledge 
or belief as a predictor of recycling behavior (figure 4).

• Convenience is a very important factor for both recycling 
behavior and education.

• Social factors were also shown to be important (figure 4).

• What is recyclable varies by area.

• Still room for improving recycling practices to reduce 
contamination (figure 3).

Fig. 5: Education posters by waste bins at UW. Placing simple yet effective 
educational materials next to waste bins increases the convenience and 
accessibility of education. Photo by UW Recycling

Fig. 1: Workers removing plastic bags by 
hand from recycling machinery. Plastic films 
are not recyclable in many areas, including 
Seattle. Image by Waste Management.
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Recycling, my faculty advisor, and everyone in my capstone 

cohort for supporting and guiding me along the way.

• Education approaches will need to be tailored for each 
institution.

• Education and infrastructure improvements should 
balance increasing recycling rates and decreasing 
recycling contamination.

Fig. 2: Two Instagram posts I worked on during my internship. The left is the title slide 
for a post summarizing UW Recycling’s annual report, and the right is the title slide for 
a low-waste St. Patrick’s day post.

Fig. 4: The goal of this question from my survey was to gain insight on what 
motivated students to recycle.

Takeaways 
• Education should communicate what is recyclable given 

local laws (figure 1).

• Education should be convenient and accessible (figure 5).

• Education should increase the view of recycling as a 
social norm.

• Better education is needed 
to prevent further recycling 
contamination.

Fig. 3: This question from my survey gauged how students’ recycling behaviors relate 
to recycling contamination. Recycled materials should be empty, clean, and dry.
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