
W
hile recycling programs may seem ubiquitous 
these days, by most measures less than a third of 
waste in the U.S. actually gets recycled. Tackling 

the challenge of increasing U.S. recycling rates therefore 
raises the need to truly understand what 
and how U.S. consumers can recycle and 
identify any hidden barriers to improving 
recycling systems. 

The recently released 2015-16 Centralized 
Study on Availability of Recycling, com-
missioned by the Sustainable Packaging 
Coalition (SPC), looked to uncover these 
issues by assessing not only the availability 
of recycling programs in general, but also 
the types of programs provided to con-
sumers and the ways in which they access 
them. Two years in the making, the study 
involved the collaboration of over a dozen 
industry, government and not-for-profit 
stakeholders to measure the availability of 
recycling programs, both in general and for 
over 40 individual materials and package 
types.  

The research design included a compre-
hensive census of the largest communities 
in each state, ensuring that over half of 
every state’s population was covered with 
direct methods, with no extrapolation or 
assumptions. Smaller communities in the 
U.S. were covered via extrapolation from a 
random sample with representation from 
each state and a selection of urban, rural 
and suburban community types.  

Availability of recycling
In line with previous research on this 
topic, the study found that 94% of U.S. 
consumers have a recycling program. 
However, the study took new approaches 
to evaluating the quality and convenience of 
these recycling programs. 

Based on these methods, the study 
found that 73% of U.S. consumers have 
curbside recycling programs available; this 
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is somewhat lower than previous research had estimated. 
Another 21% of the population is estimated to have only 
drop-off recycling programs available. 

Multi-family recycling
One particular focus of the study was 
on services available to residents of 
apartments and other multi-family 
housing. Over the course of the study, 
it was found that curbside recycling 
programs offered by cities and towns 
are usually only available to residents 
of single-family homes and small 
multi-family buildings, like duplexes. 
However, 13% of the U.S. population, 
and over one-third of all renters, live in 
larger apartment buildings (five or more 
units). How do these residents recycle? 
In some cases, cities provide recycling 
carts or dumpsters to apartments, but it 
is more commonly left to the property 
owner to provide these services—or not. 
In fact, cities providing a consistent re-
cycling program to all single- and multi- 
family housing comprise only 20% of 
the U.S. population. 

The lack of consistent services for 
all residents is one barrier to getting 
more waste recycled. Without curbside 
recycling at their apartment complex, 
apartment dwellers may recycle only 
when they have time to haul their 
recyclables to a drop-off location—surely 
an inconvenient prospect, especially 
compared to throwing everything in the 
trash dumpster in the parking lot. 

Beyond the physical barriers, lack of 
multi-family recycling dilutes the audi-
ence that cities or partner advertisers 
can reach. It means residents have to be 
re-educated on how and what to recycle 
as they move between homes and apart-
ments. This could have a long-term 
impact: more of the younger generation 
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are renters and apartment dwellers, meaning that com-
munities may be missing a key opportunity to get residents 
recycling correctly when they first start living on their own.

Automatic or Opt-In
Another focus of the study was to understand how easily 
recycling programs are provided to residents. Psychological 
research has found many behaviors are subject to an “inertia 
effect,” where people will stick with whatever is offered 
to them as the default option. This prompted the study 
organizers to consider whether recycling programs are held 
back by requiring residents to sign up or pay an additional 
fee to participate.

The research team observed a range of opt-in systems 
used in recycling programs. Most curbside recycling pro-
grams are offered automatically, meaning that residents 
receive a recycling cart or bin as part of the overall trash 
collection system. Other communities offer recycling as 
an optional free service and residents must call to sign up, 
pick up a bin or register to have a bin delivered. Still other 
programs require a one-time fee to obtain a bin or cart, 
which may be the full or discounted cost of the container. 
Finally, programs may charge a monthly or quarterly fee—on 
top of that charged for trash collection—to receive recycling 
services. The study found these opt-in systems serve about 
one in ten residents who receive curbside recycling through 
their community, or 6% of the total U.S. population. 

Over twice as many residents (14%) have curbside recy-
cling available to them via subscription, meaning they must 
individually contract with a waste hauler for service. The 
research team found that subscription programs also varied 
widely in their recycling service offerings. In some areas, it is 
common, or even required by law, for recycling to be offered 
as a “free” service for all paying trash customers and it is 

bundled in with the monthly trash collection rate. In other 
regions, curbside recycling is priced separately in addition 
to trash service. Still in other areas, curbside recycling was 
only available from specialized haulers, rather than the same 
ones offering general trash collection. While the study did 
not capture metrics on the prevalence of these different 
pricing models from the thousands of trash haulers operat-
ing in subscription areas of the U.S., it’s worth noting that a 
variety of systems exist under the umbrella of “subscription 
recycling.” These details about subscription recycling are 
worthy of future research. 

Curbside recycling service types
Two major changes in curbside recycling in the past 15 years 
or so have been the widespread adoption of rolling carts for 
collection and the transition from dual- to single-stream col-
lection. The study found that single-stream collection is now 
in place for almost 90% of residents in single family-based 
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curbside programs. Dual stream programs were increas-
ingly rare and research found very few source-separated 
or mixed waste programs (where recyclables and trash are 
collected together and sorted later). 

In terms of collection containers, the study identified 
cart usage as widespread, with 44% of residents in single 
family-based curbside programs now using carts for collec-
tion; another 18% of residents had multiple options for 
collection, which may include carts. Traditional recycling 
bins were used by 23% of residents (these figures include 
population in “single family-based” curbside programs, 
meaning programs that cover single family homes and may 
include multi-family as well, depending on the program).

Drop-off recycling
For this issue, the research team began with the question 
of what makes a drop-off program “available” to consum-
ers, noting that this is another 
subject with wide variability in 
regional standards. Some states 
require a certain number of drop-
off locations per capita, while 
other states focus on curbside 
recycling, and may have few 
drop-offs in operation. Outside of 
policy variables, some people are, 
of course, willing to drive farther 
to recycle than others, and people 
in different parts  
of the country are accustomed 
to driving different distances to 
reach all local services, not just recycling. 

So while there was no one perfect way to identify the 
area served by a given drop-off facility, the study looked at 
information provided by municipalities and counties as a 
guide to what was considered reasonable locally—if a com-
munity directed residents to use the drop-off one town 
over, that location would be considered “available” to resi-
dents of both areas. The programs included in this study 
via this methodology covered 64% of the U.S. population. 
Two-thirds of residents with drop-offs also  
had curbside service available, while one-third had drop-
off recycling only.

Some types of drop-off recycling were outside the focus 
of this research. The recycling ecosystem includes a variety 
of recycling outlets for different products: store-based 
drop-offs for items such as plastic bags and film; manufac-
turer-based drop-offs for products like foam polystyrene; 
county-run hazardous household waste (HHW) programs 
that may accept some aerosol containers; bottle and can 
redemption facilities in states with bottle bill programs 
and numerous other programs. While these material-spe-
cific programs were not covered in this study, they are an 
important part of an expanded picture of drop-off  

recycling availability and another area where additional 
research will be useful. 

Accepted materials in recycling programs
The final, and largest, piece of the study was to determine 
the materials accepted in curbside and drop-off recycling 
programs, and therefore provide an estimate of the availabil-
ity of recycling for specific materials and package types. 

The study covered over 40 items and graded programs 
based on the actual directions provided to consumers 
regarding each one. For example, programs listing “aero-
sol cans” on their guidelines for residents were recorded 
as explicitly accepting these containers, while programs 
listing “all aluminum” or “all metals” would be recorded 
as implicitly accepting them as part of a broader category. 
For each material, we also recorded if programs listed it as a 

prohibitive, either explicitly or implicitly. This data allowed 
the sponsors of the study to understand if the specific pack-
ages of interest to them were seen as positives or negatives 
in community recycling programs. 

Not all 40+ materials can be discussed here, but the study 
did find that metal containers, including aerosols, were 
widely accepted in recycling programs. The benchmark of 
60% of the U.S. population having programs available to 
recycle an item is used to determine if a recyclable logo can 
be printed on the product without being considered decep-
tive advertising. All four of the metal cans in the study easily 
met this threshold.

More information
Over the course of the study, the research team evaluated 
over 2,000 recycling programs, with a full review of program 
information made available to the public. This article con-
tains only a fraction of the data gathered through this pro-
cess and the conclusions drawn. To read the complete study 
report, visit www.greenblue.org. Find detailed information 
on the separate report covering aerosol containers in the 
Aug. ’16 issue of SPRAY (p.10) and at www.cspa.org. Spray
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