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Improving Quality 
Through Behavior Change 
• Tactics

• Results
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City of Atlanta
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Methodology

• Piloted approach in areas of roughly 4,500 homes

• Started with contamination rate baseline study (before)

• Implemented strategy over 8 collection cycles

• Completed second contamination rate study (after)

• Analyzed behavior change

• Use results to develop a plan to roll out strategy city 
wide 
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Step 1-Contamination Study (Before)
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INFORM AND 

TRIGGER

PERSONALIZED 

FEEDBACK
ISSUE SPECIFIC 

COMMUNICATIONS1 2 3

Step 2: CommunicationsStep 2 Communications
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General Info
Direct Engagement Supporting Campaign

Contaminant Specific

Atlanta Campaign Atlanta Campaign
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PHONE SURVEY RESULTS
September, 2017      Random sample of 600 Single-Family Residents
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6 T’s
• Train-the crew
• Tip-look for clearly visible 

contamination
• Tug—too heavy for typical cart
• Tag—tag or no tag
• Turn—so drivers can see to 

reject
• Track--# of tags, set-out

Tag or no Tag?

Step 2—Tagging 
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DENVER SURVEY

Post-pilot survey
found that cart tags had 
the highest rate of recall. 

Of respondents in Group B 
who recalled the ad at all, 
43% reported seeing the 
cart tag, compared to 18% 
who recalled the postcard 
and 13% who recalled 
truck signs. 

Advertising method recall among residents surveyed (n=1,363)
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Contamination

Recyclables Recyclables

Contamination

21%

79%

23%

77%

BEFORE AFTER

HOLDEN-MA

Contamination

Recyclables

Education Only (Figures by weight.) 

Recyclables

Contaminaton

Recyclables

Contaminaton
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45%
decrease in carts 

needing tags 
(Dartmouth)

22%
decrease in carts 

needing tags 

(New Bedford)

Education +Tagging +Rejection =Results

Tagging Only Tagging + Rejection
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REJECTION AND PARTICIPATION RATES – Sample Data

45%

34%

24%

32%
34%

32%

42%

18% 19%
17%

22%
19%

11%

29%

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

SET-OUT THROUGH TEST PERIOD

Group A Group B

WEEK

Participation Group A: 82%
Participation Group B: 57%
(resident used cart at least once in 7 week period)
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Step -2nd Contamination Study (After)
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REJECTION AND PARTICIPATION RATES – Sample DataKey Outcomes - Atlanta

* Overall Capture rate increased 27%

Overall Contamination decreased  57%

Overall Bagged Recyclables decreased 62%
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ATLANTA - CAPTURE RATES
Before and After Data 2017 Pilot Areas   - Single-Family   - Curbside Service

OVERALL CAPTURE RATE

• Capture increased from 52% to 66%
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Atlanta A/B Testing
High Income (Group A) 
Low Income (Group B) 

Contamination detail before and 
after “Do Not Bag” intervention

recyclables 
in bags

other 
contamination

recyclables in bags

other 
contamination

recyclables 
in bags

other 
contamination

recyclables in bags

other 
contamination
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Homes with bagged 
recyclables fell from 
52% to 22%

BEFORE AFTER
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Chicago Contamination by Weight (before and after)
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Chicago Contamination by Occurrence (before and after)
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City of Chicago
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Aggregate Contamination in Cart
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Measure the Impact

Clean
Recyclables

(tons)

Contamination
(Tons)

Total 
Tons

%

Current 
Performance:

9,450 5,550 15,000 37%

Implementation
of Strategy 
Citywide:

12,000 2,400 14,400 17%

Total 
Difference:

+ 2,550 - 3,550 - 600 

What is the value of this decreased contamination?



RECYCLINGPARTNERSHIP.ORG

Value /ton $55/ton

Recycling Processing Cost -$65/ton

Contamination 
Processing Cost (double)

-$130/Ton

Before-37% Contamination

Clean Recyclables
(tons)

Contamination
(tons)

Total

Contamination 9500 5500 15000

Processing Cost ($617,500) ($715,000)

Total Value $522,500 $0

Total Cost ($95,000) ($715,000) ($810,000)

After-17% Contamination

Clean Recyclables
(tons)

Contamination
(tons)

Total

Contamination 12000 2400 14400

Processing Cost ($780,000) ($312,000)

Total Value $660,00 $0

Total Cost ($120,000) ($312,000) ($432,000)

Total Benefit $378,000

Measure the Impact
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Prioritized. Clear. Simple.Curbside or Drop off same concept applies
DROP OFF Tools:

TOP ISSUE 
SIGNAGE

RECYCLINGPARTNERSHIP.ORG
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Contamination
28%

Recyclables
72%

Needham	Before

Contamination

14%

Recyclables
86%

Needham	After

Overall Contamination Trended Downward 

Drop-Off
Entire toolkit was used

NEEDHAM-MA

Total contamination dropped from 28 to 14 percent (by weight). 

• Contamination decrease was specifically due to 
reduction in target material (stuff in bags).

• During the same time period, recovery of recyclables 
did not change.
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Before After

1
0%
2

0%

94%

6%

1
0%
2

0%

53%

47%

All Other 
Contamination

Stuff in Plastic Bags

Targeted Material Trended Downward

Drop-Off
Entire toolkit was used

NEEDHAM-MA

“Stuff in Bags” dropped from 94 to 53 percent contamination by weight. 

• Recyclables in bags and trash in bags were identified as 
the most problematic contaminant.

• That material was specifically targeted.
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El Paso, TX -
Drop in tagging from 18 to 11%

Increasing Use of Partnership Approach

Phoenix, AZ –
Drop in tagging 
from 72% to 27%

Upcoming OH 
Project - cities 
in 4 MRFsheds

Orange Co, FL-

Drop in carts w/plastic 

bags by 40%
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Tools for Contamination
• ANTI-CONTAMINATION KIT WITH FREE CUSTOMIZABLE FILES
• IMAGES, ICONS, MAGNETS, SOCIAL MEDIA KIT
• TRAINING FOR INSPECTORS AND DRIVERS
• CAMPAIGN BUILDER 2.0
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IDEAS
Webinars

Newsletters
E-Books
Forums

TOOLS
Online 
Library
Starters
BMPs

RESOURCES
Grants

Campaigns
Tech 

Assistance

TRY THESE TOOLS,
JOIN OUR NETWORK,

and let’s make recycling more & better!

Jill Martin
jmartin@recyclingpartnership.org
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Dealer
Player

BUSTED


