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INTRODUCTION  
 

OVERVIEW:  
This project partners with a large, private 
property management firm to test the 
effectiveness of social norm-based 
interventions in two residential properties in 
Long Island City, Queens to understand the 
role of interventions in changing recycling 
behavior.  



RESEARCH 
MOTIVATION  
 

While social norm-based interventions are well-studied 
in the energy field, there is less work in this area for 
recycling research, highlighting an important gap. 

While multifamily recycling research emphasizes the 
role of convenience in increasing recycling, once such 

structural characteristics are in place there is a need to 
look to behavioral factors to see further gains.  

Even when residents are knowledgeable about what is 
recyclable, knowledge of non-recyclables lags, leading 

to significant contamination.  

Recycling rates are lower for multifamily buildings than 
they are for single family homes  



GOALS & 
OBJECTIVES  
 

OBJECTIVE 1: Assess the effectiveness of social-norm 
based interventions on household recycling behavior in 
multifamily buildings 

OBJECTIVE 2: Determine if significant differences in 
effectiveness exist between two different social norm-
based interventions – competition and educational 
cheerleading 

OBJECTIVE 3: Develop outcomes and recommendations 
that form the basis for replicability in buildings of other 
sizes, types, and uses 



METHODOLOGY 
 

12 weeks of fieldwork in 2 buildings 

Both buildings are high-rise residential 
properties in Queens, located adjacent to one 
another and managed by the same firm  

One baseline assessment in 
both buildings to serve as 
control  

Survey of all residents  

Data on 8 weeks of recycling 

One sampling event to determine 
approximate contamination rate  

Building 1: Competition 
intervention 

Weekly materials distributed to 
building showing data points 
comparing to neighboring building  

Building 2: Educational 
cheerleading 

Weekly materials distributed to 
building showing motivational and 
educational info about recycling and 
data about their building only 



INTERVENTIONS 



SURVEY RESULTS: 
Respondents  

Survey 1: Jan 2021  n= 145 respondents; Survey 2: July 2021 n=75  

Age: Most respondents are between 26-49 yrs old (84%; n=122)  

Political affiliation: The majority of respondents report very or somewhat liberal political leanings 
(58%) 

Education: The building is highly educated: 54% have a graduate degree or higher (n=78) and 41% 
have a bachelor’s degree (n=59) 

Income: The largest category of income among respondents was over $200k/year (34%/n=52). 76% of 
all respondents make over $100k/year (n=111).  

Household size and apartment size: Most respondents live in 2-person households (59%) and live in 1 
or 2 bedroom apartments (90%) 



SURVEY RESULTS: Recycling   
84% report that they recycle every day; 11% report a few 
times a week; 5% report rarely or never  

55% of respondents agree that the building encourages 
recycling  

30% agree or strongly agree that there is a culture of 
conservation in the building; 39% neutral 

89% agree or strongly agree that waste is a big 
contributor to environmental problems  



SURVEY 
RESULTS: 
Social 
Norms   

41% agree or strongly agree that 
they feel a sense of belonging in 
the building 

73% of people agree or strongly 
agree that people important to 
them think they should recycle as 
much as possible 

42% care somewhat about what 
others think of their recycling 
habits; 17% care a lot 



SURVEY 
RESULTS: 
Interventions   

Did you notice the weekly recycling posters that were 
placed in your building? Split opinion: 37% reported 
yes; 37% reported no 

Over 50% of those who reported they noticed the 
posters agree or strongly agree they were informative 

50% of those who reported they noticed the posters 
agree or strongly agree that they helped them think 
about their recycling  

Of those who reported they noticed the posters, only 
(n=2) agree or strongly agree that they spurred a sense 
of competition 

Just under 50% of those who noticed the posters agree 
or strongly agree that they increased their motivation 
to recycle 



WEEKLY RECYCLING + INTERVENTIONS 

0.0

5.0

10.0

2021 2022

lb
s/

ap
t 

North variable South variable Treatment period



WASTE SAMPLING: 
Event 1 

   

 12/04/20: Before Interventions 
(Baseline) 

 The waste stream from both 
buildings was contaminated with 
approximately 20-24% recyclable 
material. The recyclables were 
contaminated with food waste, 
plastic bags, shoes, fabric, paper 
towels and other soiled paper. 
Recycling contamination ranged 
from 10% (South building) to 18% 
(North building). 

  



WASTE SAMPLING: 
Event 2 

   

 03/19/21: During Interventions  

 The waste stream contamination 
decreased, with both buildings 
averaging 17-19% contamination of 
MSW with recyclable materials. 
Recyclables contamination 
increased to approximately 20-25%.  

  



WASTE SAMPLING: 
Event 3 

   

 05/21/21: After Fieldwork 

 Contamination of the waste stream 
with recyclables increased once 
again: In the north building to 23% 
and south building to 27%.  

 Recyclables contamination dropped 
in both buildings but more 
drastically in the north building (7% 
contamination in the north building 
vs 19% contamination in the south)   

  



WASTE SAMPLING: 
Event 4 

   

 12/03/21: 6 months later 
(Persistence assessment)   

 Contamination of the waste stream 
with recyclables remained mostly 
stable with 23% in the north 
building and 22% in the south 
building  

 Contamination of recyclables with 
MSW increased significantly to 29% 
in the north building and 20% in the 
south building  

  



SORTING SUMMARY 

  12/4/20 3/19/21 5/21/21 12/3/21 
  MSW Contaminated with Recyclables  
North 20.9% 17.2% 23.2% 23.1% 
South 24.1% 19.3% 27.1% 22.4% 
  Recyclables contaminated with MSW 
North 8.5% 17.7% 7.2% 29.0% 
South  17.8% 23.8% 18.8% 20.3% 



SORTING SUMMARY  

This could be an indication that residents are/were 
making more of an effort to recycle due to the 
interventions in the building to encourage this 
behavior, but recycled materials that are not 
actually recyclable.  

Overall, both buildings saw increases in the % of 
recyclables contaminated with MSW (North Building: 8% 
 29%; South Building: 17%  20%), while MSW 
contamination remained relatively steady throughout 
the study period.  



Key Takeaways: Multifamily  
 Residents are environmentally motivated and inclined to recycle, 
 reporting that they do it frequently and that it is important  

 Some residents seem motivated by what others think  

 Data points to some evidence that our interventions had an effect, 
 but it is unclear how strong of an effect  

 

 



Key Takeaways: Multifamily  
Some considerations/challenges for multifamily buildings:  

 No price signals  

 The building matters!  
• Rentals need top-down centralized management with sufficient  

 resources, training, and sustainability culture to drive action (Wealthy 
buildings will do well at this; low-income buildings may not) 

• Residents are “customers” – have expectations of services  
• If a building is already green some residents may feel they are “doing  

  enough already”  

 
 

 



THANK YOU!  
elizabeth.hewitt@stonybrook.edu 

 
www.wastedata.info 

mailto:elizabeth.hewitt@stonybrook.edu
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