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TODAY’S PRESENTATION

Brief background on household 
waste recycling in the UK.

Then summarising what was learnt 
from three major research projects 
into household decision making in 
London:

1. Some 20 years ago, focused on the 
Royal Borough of Kensington & 
Chelsea – at the time one of the 
largest ever household surveys about 
recycling.
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2. The second, funded by the 
Leverhulme Trust, examined a 
range of pro-environmental 
decisions by households in an 
outer London borough, revealing 
clear segmentatation amongst 
households - from very pro-
environmental to disinterested.

How to engage the latter?
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3. The most recent project, funded 
by Coca-Cola - tried to break down 
the 'black box' of the household by 
tracing the flow of goods - from 
entering the household to use and 
disposal. 

This micro-level investigation in four 
very different London boroughs 
revealed that decisions to recycle, 
reuse or throw away are seldom 
conscious actions but reflect 
normative behaviour that is part of 
the routine of daily life.
Project Leader: Stewart Barr (University of Exeter)
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December 2018 – new Resources and Waste Strategy for England (first 
since 2007). Focuses on: 

[1] reducing our reliance on single-use plastics;
[2] cutting confusion over household recycling;
[3] tackling the problems of packaging;                                                
[4] putting an end to food waste, whilst providing the necessary 

linkages to targets set out in previous Government strategies 
including the Clean Growth Strategy and 25 Year Environment 
Strategy.



Household Waste Recycling

“I firmly believe that this Strategy provides the much 
needed framework to revolutionise recycling and support 
progress towards any number of circular systems (and 
economy).”

Adam D Read, incoming President, Chartered Institution of Wastes 
Management 

(and my former PhD student!) (co-researcher on the project in 
Kensington & Chelsea)
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Strategy’s intention →

• to simplify collection systems for 
consumers, 

• from improved consumer product 
sustainability labelling and

• measures to create greater 
consistency of collected materials, not 
just packaging, but food waste too.

• The proposal is for a nationally agreed 
set of packaging materials for 
collection and the adoption of 
minimum service standards which 
deliver good quality recyclate.
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In 2000, the household waste 
recycling rate in England was just 
above 11%.

The recycling rate for waste from 
households in England in 2017 
was 45.2%.

It fell to 44.7% in 2019.

Initial target = 50%
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RB KENSINGTON & CHELSEA

• 2000, covered 7500 households

• 2004, covered 3250 households

Respondents provided information on 
their use of the local authority’s 
kerbside recycling scheme and ‘bring’ 
sites for recycled materials.

• In 2000, approximately half of the 
householders surveyed via face-to-
face interviews claimed that they used 
the kerbside scheme and/or bring 
sites on a regular basis. 

• This proportion had grown to 70% in 
2004.



Household Waste Recycling

In 2003/2004, RBKC recycled 16% of its household waste, an increase 
of 9% from 2002/3.

In 2000, the survey teams visited 32,508 households – handing out 
information on recycling. Surveyed 1 in 4. Right across the borough.

In 2004, the survey teams visited 13,400 households – again surveying 
1 in 4 (but only covered 6 key collection areas). 

• Kerbside recycling in the Royal Borough was enhanced in 1998, 
enabling twice-weekly collection of recyclables.
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The second research project operated in the context 
of the Nudge agenda.
• increasing role envisaged by government for 

behavioural change as a mechanism to deliver 
targets. 

• operationalised through adopting methods of 
social marketing as a technique for generating 
change that focuses on using conventional 
marketing strategies for promoting a social ‘good’.

• Such techniques rely on segmenting populations 
into specific target groups and focusing policies on 
those individuals who are most likely to change 
their behaviours.
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RB KINGSTON UPON THAMES
Survey of 1640 households.

BEHAVIOURAL FACTORS
The municipal recycling scheme
Waste-related consumption choices
Re-use, restore, repair
Ridding and selling
Dealing with major household items
Using the ‘tip’
Over-consumption
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ATTITUDINAL FACTORS

General environmental attitudes

Personal environmental attitudes

Recycling bin aesthetics and 
practicality

Reasons for effective waste 
management

Ease of recycling and recycling 
services

Intrinsic and identity value of waste 
practices

Sceptical views of the Council’s 
recycling service

Benefits of buying organic produce

Structural constraints to recycling

Awareness of norm to recycle

Subjective norm to recycle

Attitudes towards food and other 
organic wastes 
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• Cluster 1: ‘The re-users’: individuals who have a higher tendency to 
re-use, restore, store, repair and sell/donate items;

• Cluster 2: ‘Normative wasters’: individuals who are‘middle of the 
road’; they recycle moderately large amounts of waste, as well as 
making some conscious decisions about reduction and re-use;

• Cluster 3: ‘Hidden waste managers’: respondents who recycle 
relatively low levels of waste in the municipal scheme, but who have 
high levels of re-use, restoration and repair of products and arrange 
for dedicated collections of waste for recycling or composting;
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• Cluster 4: ‘The refusenics’: low levels of participation across all waste 
practices;

• Cluster 5: ‘Conscious consumers and disposers’: respondents who 
have a high tendency to make conscious choices about purchasing 
specific ‘low waste’ products, alongside disposing of products 
responsibly;

• Cluster 6: ‘Eco-angels’: all-round environmentally conscious 
behaviours.



Major Findings:

• Waste-related practices are complex and driven by 
factors external as well as internal to the household.

• Households have come to interact with materials and 
‘waste’ through different lenses.

• Some practices of managing waste may have emerged 
through household negotiations, under-standings of 
social norms and the impact of the built environment 
on particular behaviours.

• Our research suggested that we need to move well 
beyond recycling as a proxy for how materials are 
managed in the home and instead focus on the ways in 
which households interact with different products 
through the changing nature of social practices.
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Exploring household dynamics for 
recycling in the UK

(Kingston-upon-Thames, Merton, 
Redbridge and Sutton)

To advance understanding of how 
recycling of waste materials by 
households can be increased, 
recycling should be treated as part of 
social practices within the 
household.

From Spaargaren, 2003.
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Considered ways in which items 
purchased regularly, such as food 
and drink, which often have 
recyclable packaging materials, move 
through the household from the 
point of purchase to final disposal.

Focus on a small sample of 
households who had expressed a 
prior commitment to recycling, 
which we describe as “Green Casual” 
households (Cluster 2 and 5)
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‘Green casuals’ are prevented from 
recycling more by time, convenience 
and a perception of poor facilities for 
effective waste management. 

They typify consumers engaged in a 
‘value action gap’ process, whereby 
they espouse green values but for 
various reasons do not always act in 
accordance. 

Hence our research explicitly targeted 
‘green casuals’, selecting a small sample 
for closer scrutiny to provide a guide to 
what happens to waste within the ‘black 
box’ of the household. 
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Research methods focused on a qualitative 
approach based on diaries, in-depth 
interviews, photography and direct 
observation of a small number of 
households in 4 inner & outer London 
boroughs.

Waste and recycling ‘decision making’ 
are not a pre-formed and conscious part 
of household discourse. 

Rather, waste and recycling practices 
are rapidly assimilated into household 
habits that can quickly become 
unquestioned and ‘unconscious’ 
elements of everyday life. 

Habits refer to learned forms of practice 
undertaken on a regular basis and 
which rapidly become unquestioned 
and, most critically, difficult to change 
once they have become part of daily 
household routines.
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• Discarding something was a 
learned habit and the action often 
momentary in nature. 

• As such, the nature of recycling 
varied in time and across individual 
members of the household, though 
recycling could also be a team 
effort and the physical act of 
recycling may depend on who is 
available, who has got the time or 
who walks past the recycling 
box/container at a particular time.
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Identifying key motivations and barriers to participation

→include various situational and psychological factors

→the importance of socio-demographic factors, such as age, gender and political 
affiliations

→knowledge and experience 

→rights and responsibilities 

→moral obligations to act 

→barriers 

→self-efficacy and logistical factors 

→environmental attitudes 

→infrastructure 
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Participation in recycling varies according to social group and across different generations 

Affected by:

→public education, 

→promotion of recycling schemes, 

→economic incentives, 

→the amount of effort required to recycle, 

→the supply of kerbside containers and frequency of waste collection 

Individuals tend to act routinely and in response to social norms and expectations which leads to 
path dependency, in which decisions depend on the past knowledge trajectory. Decisions made are 
limited by the individual’s current competence base, therefore restricting their responsiveness to 
policies intended to increase proficiency (such as increasing recycling). 

Habit or routine acts as “a distinct type of causal variable and consequently, behaviour change often 
entails breaking old habits and becomes established by creating new ones.”
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