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Introduction
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Many higher education campuses act as small cities with 
office space, retail and food venues, living quarters, and of 
course, classrooms. They generate waste just as a city would 
and need to develop programs to encourage waste preven-
tion and increase material recovery. 

Campuses are also a source of innovative ideas, progressive 
technology, and enterprising individuals. Higher education 

can be the source of new research and the proving grounds 
for new practices. It is with this understanding that RRS 
entered this examination of university sustainability activities.

RRS conducted research on the U.S. university and college 
landscape to enable a better understanding of the level of 
campus sustainability and recovery practices and to provide 
peer schools with comparable data.
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Overall, the schools sampled showed a large focus of sustain-
able efforts on campus. With climate change increasingly at 
the front of students’ minds, most schools across the country 
have created some sort of space within their campus to focus 
on sustainability actions. 

Approximately 59% of schools have either a sustainability 
office on campus or have a sustainability director to lead their 
program. Whether a school has established an official office or 
leader, a majority of schools, approximately 55%, have estab-
lished student groups that lead or participate in the campus 
programs. It is not a big surprise with so many students focusing 
on climate action, roughly half of schools within this study have 
identified as having zero waste efforts on campus.  In order for 
programs such as waste and recovery to be a success, strong 
leadership support as well as driven student involvement are 
key to creating a sustainable environment and long-lasting 
programs for universities across the country. 

Methodology
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Approximately 11% or 312 universities and colleges, out of 
approximately 2,828 within the U.S., were sampled for this 
first phase of research. Research was conducted through 
website searches and readily available public information. 
Although most schools provided detailed information and 
data, approximately 37% of the schools included in this first 
sample did not provide information publicly. 

To have a better understanding of the sampled schools, the 
research for this summary has been categorized by U.S. 
region and student enrollment.   Regions include Northeast, 
Mid-Atlantic, South, Southeast, Southwest, Midwest, and West. 
In addition, schools were labeled by student enrollment with 
0-5,000 students labeled as small, 5,000-15,000 students as 
medium, and student enrollment of 15,000 or more as large.

Overview of Sample Findings

With climate change 
increasingly at the front of 

students’ minds, most schools 
across the country have 

created some sort of space 
within their campus to focus on 

sustainability actions.

FIGURE 1: SAMPLED SCHOOLS 
BY STUDENT ENROLLMENT

FIGURE 2: SAMPLED 
SCHOOLS BY REGION



R EC YC L I N G 
A majority of schools sampled, 63%, have an established recycling 
program on campus. One of the most debated recycling topics 
for campuses is whether having a single stream or dual stream 
program is more successful. While this answer is dependent on the 
collection system, region, and recycling markets available for each 
school, it was found that approximately 49% of schools sampled 
currently have a single stream program, while approximately 6% 
of schools have a dual stream program, and 4% have a mixed 
program involving multiple stream types across campus. 

One of the first steps to understand where a program stands in 
recovery efforts is having a baseline rate for recycling or diversion 
of waste on campus. Whether the data is provided by conducting 
a waste audit or gathering data from a waste hauler, schools have 
better knowledge of where their starting point is which can inform 
an action plan as well as allow the school to set attainable goals 
for the future. 

Out of the sampled schools across the U.S., the average recycling 
rate was 24%.  Although recycling rates varied by region, the size 
of the school related to their recycling rate did not vary as much as 
expected (see Tables 1 and 2).

The average diversion rate, which included recycling and compost-
ing, for all U.S. sampled schools was approximately 45%. 

Many schools try to increase their diversion rates but may find 
it impossible to obtain without having an on campus compost 
program. Diversion rates had much more variability by region, 
due to some regions having very accessible composting options, 
while other regions have limited composting access for universities. 

Average 
Rate Small School Medium 

School
 Large 
School

Recycling 
Rate 24% 21% 22% 25%

Diversion 
Rate 45% 55% 40% 47%

Region Average  
Recycling Rate

Average  
Diversion Rate

Northeast 25% 45%

Mid-Atlantic 23% 38%

South 18% 46%

Southeast 32% 40%

Southwest 23% 45%

Midwest 26% 32%

West 18% 60%

FIGURE 3: RECYCLING 
PROGRAM BY TYPE

TABLE 1: AVERAGE RECYCLING AND DIVERSION 
RATE OF SAMPLED SCHOOLS BY SCHOOL SIZE

TABLE 2: AVERAGE RECYCLING AND DIVERSION 
RATE OF SAMPLED SCHOOLS BY REGION
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C O M P O ST I N G
Composting is the latest and greatest step in campus programs 
driving toward achieving their sustainability goals. A composting 
program can vary between universities by type, size, and materi-
als accepted which can be very dependent on the region, on-site 
options, as well as off-site markets and processors. Approximately 
33% of schools sampled reported having some type of compost-
ing available on campus, however they varied in type of accepted 
materials (See Figure 4).

 Although accepted compost materials can vary not only by region, 
but by city or county, a debated compostable material that is heav-
ily used throughout a college campus is foodservice packaging 
such as take out materials and cups. Out of the sampled schools 
reporting a composting program, approximately 19% of large 
schools and over 9% of small schools are accepting foodservice 
packaging materials in their compost.

I N N OVAT I V E  R EC OV E RY P R O G R A M S
Recycling and composting recovery program were a main focus 
of this research, however, there are many recovery programs 
happening on college campuses that are worth mentioning. 
College campuses are innovators and creators of new programs 
to recover hard-to-recover materials. Programs mentioned in 
university sustainability efforts across the country included: 

• C&D Recycling
• Athletic Shoe Recycling
• Fryer Oil Recycling from Dining
• Ban of Plastic Water Bottle Sales
• Document Shredding
• Office Desk Recycling
• Plastic Bag Recycling
• Plastic Aversion Efforts (Discounts for Reusables)
• Eco-To-Go Containers
• Bottle Return
• Terra Cycle Efforts
• Battery Recycling
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FIGURE 4: MATERIALS 
COMPOSTED AT SAMPLED 
SCHOOLS ACCEPTING 
COMPOST
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Regional Breakdown
N O RT H E A ST R EG I O N

RECYCLING
11% of schools have single stream programs, 1% have dual 
stream

• Out of 7% of schools with a football stadium, 5% have 
a zero-waste stadium goal

COMPOSTING
41% of schools sampled have a composting program

• 4% of northeast schools have a pre-consumer food 
waste program

• 2% have a post-consumer food waste program

ADDITIONAL RECOVERY PROGRAMS
59% of schools sampled have programs related to zero 
waste efforts

• 8% have e-waste programs
• 7% have donation or surplus store programs

M I D -AT L A N T I C  R EG I O N

RECYCLING 
13% of schools have single stream, 1% have dual stream

• Out of 5% having a football stadium, 7% have a zero-
waste goal

COMPOSTING
34% of schools sampled have a composting program

• 1% of mid-atlantic schools have a pre-consumer food 
waste program

• 4% have a post-consumer food waste program

ADDITIONAL RECOVERY PROGRAMS
57% of schools sampled have programs related to zero 
waste efforts

• 9% have e-waste programs
• 8% have donation or surplus store programs

In addition to the efforts surrounding recycling, composting, and hard-to-recovery materials, 
universities have set a high goal to work towards going zero waste. Typically defined as diverting approximately 

90% of waste from the landfill, zero waste is the latest standard for schools trying to be leaders in sustainability. 

Z E R O  WA ST E  E F FO RT S

17% 29% 37% 18% 13%
Approximately 

17% provide zero 
waste guide-

lines for events on 
campus

29% have a 
surplus or 
donation 
program

37% have an 
e-waste or 

hard-to-recycle 
program

18% have a 
move-in or move-

out recycling 
program

13% have an 
office or lab 

recycling 
program
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Regional Breakdown (continued)

S O U T H  R EG I O N

RECYCLING 
6% of schools have single stream, 2% have dual stream 
programs

• Out of 7% of schools with a football stadium, 5% have 
a zero waste goal

COMPOSTING
26% of schools sampled have a composting program

• 1% of south schools have a pre-consumer food waste 
program

• 3% have a post-consumer food waste program

ADDITIONAL RECOVERY PROGRAMS
43% of schools sampled have programs related to zero 
waste efforts

• 5% have e-waste programs
• 4% have donation or surplus store programs

S O U T H E A ST R EG I O N

RECYCLING
8 % of schools have a single stream program, 2% of schools 
have dual stream

• Out of 11% of schools with a football stadium, 3% have 
a zero waste goal

COMPOSTING
25% of schools sampled have a composting program

• 2% of southeast schools have a pre-consumer food 
waste program

• 3% have a post-consumer food waste program

ADDITIONAL RECOVERY PROGRAMS
32% of schools sampled have programs related to zero 
waste efforts

• 6% have e-waste programs
• 4% have donation or surplus store programs

S O U T H W E ST R EG I O N

RECYCLING
5% have single stream programs, none have dual stream

• Out of 5% of schools with a football stadium, 15% of 
schools have a zero waste goal for the stadium

COMPOSTING
41% of schools sampled have a composting program

• 2% of southwest schools have a pre-consumer food 
waste program

• 1% have a post-consumer food waste program

ADDITIONAL RECOVERY PROGRAMS
52% of schools sampled have programs related to zero 
waste efforts

• 4% have guidelines for a zero waste event
• 4% have e-waste program

M I DW E ST R EG I O N

RECYCLING
11% have single stream program, 2% dual stream program

• Out of the 11% of schools with a football stadium, 7% 
have a zero waste goal

COMPOSTING
25% of schools sampled have a composting program

• 2% of midwest schools have a pre-consumer food 
waste program

• 3% have a post-consumer food waste program

ADDITIONAL RECOVERY PROGRAMS
49% of schools sampled have programs related to zero 
waste efforts

• 9% have e-waste programs
• 6% have donation or surplus store programs
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