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Reducing waste and turning waste into a recoverable resource is a priority for New South Wales, particularly as the 
State’s population is projected to grow by up to 40% by 2051. The NSW Waste Avoidance and Recovery Strategy 
2006 (WARR) is a government planning process aimed at providing a strategic framework to reduce waste and 
make better use of resources in light of such demographic changes. WARR has set a target to increase the overall 
rate of waste recovery from the municipal stream from 26% in 2000 to 66% by 2014.

Urban consolidation policies in NSW must be taken into account in these planning processes due to the shift 
from single unit dwellings to multi-unit dwellings (MUDs) in the greater Sydney region and other major regional 
centres. MUDs are medium- and high-density residential developments with three or more dwellings on the same 
parcel of land. They include town houses and villas, low-rise developments, residential unit blocks and high-rise 
residential developments.

In the modern metropolitan context, this type of dwelling is significant. So it is vital to target the recovery rate of 
waste from such residences. However, doing so means taking into account a broad range of needs. They include 
the needs of tenants and other stakeholders as well as the limitations of the buildings. Along with the necessity to 
reduce waste, meeting these needs presents a significant challenge for policy and communication strategies.

A Better Practice Guide for Waste Management in Multi Unit Dwellings (2002) was produced following a project 
commissioned in 2001 by the Inner and Southern Sydney Waste Boards and the City of Sydney Council. In 2006, 
state wide workshops reviewing the guide stressed the need to find positive ways to engage residents in recycling 
and to use the available facilities. 

Council feedback emphasised how important the social context of recycling behaviour was. It may be the crucial 
missing component in developing and implementing effective programs to reduce waste and increase waste 
recovery.

To further explore this, research was commissioned to provide research services to examine the social context of 
recycling behaviour and the links between individual knowledge, skills and infrastructure. 

This document contains the findings from this exploration.

Background
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This study’s fundamental objective was to provide the Department of Environment and Climate Change (DECC) 
with a sensitive and detailed understanding of the issues surrounding recycling among MUD occupants. This 
input would be used to help achieve the NSW Waste Avoidance and Resource Recovery Strategy targets.

More specifically, the overall study looked at:

The MUD environment and level of interaction with their building and among neighbours:

How is the state of their local environment perceived?

Does this have an impact on attitudes toward recycling?

Recycling propensity and behaviour:

What was the claimed level of recycling undertaken?

What aspects, if any, are people most likely to comply with?

Awareness and knowledge of ‘correct’ recycling behaviour:

Identifying gaps in knowledge that impact on recycling behaviour.

Commonly held misconceptions. 

Attitudes and perception relating to recycling and the environment:

Is recycling viewed as an environmental issue?

Does this inhibit or encourage compliance with ‘correct’ recycling procedures?

The perceived importance of recycling within the context of other ‘environmental’ issues:

Where does recycling ‘fit’?

What is the perceived level of the importance of recycling?

The need for information:

What is needed?

How can this best be delivered?

Reactions to hypothetical solution tools:

Which, if any, of a range of potential solutions resonate among the target audience, and why?

The full areas of exploration are outlined in the Discussion Guide (applied in the group discussions) and 
Questionnaire (applied quantitatively), which are appended to this report.
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This was a multi–phased project involving both qualitative and quantitative components.

Stage 1 – Review of Desk Research
Before undertaking the main research components, the project team reviewed the existing literature on recycling 
in MUDs. This armed them with information on existing research and current recycling practices among MUD 
residents. This knowledge was used to feed into the areas to explore during the subsequent research phases.

Stage 2 – Initial Qualitative Stage
This small-scale qualitative phase was included up-front primarily as a mechanism to contribute to the questionnaire 
design (for Phase 3). It involved a series of in-depth interviews (n=10) conducted in the research participants’ 
residences. This in-home method was vital for discussing aspects within the MUD environment. It also allowed the 
researchers to view the facilities and any information or notices in place in the different buildings they visited.

The in-depth interviews were split to ensure coverage of different MUD types. The factors used here were:

location

ownership status

MUD size

age of resident.

The following distribution schedule was agreed on in conjunction with the DECC project team:

Location Ownership MUD Size Age
Inner

(E.g. City of Sydney, 
Waverley, Woollahra)

Dept of Housing Larger (>50 units) 18–24

Dept of Housing Larger (>50 units) 55–69

Renter Mid (11–50 units) 40–54

Owner Mid (11–50 units) 25–39

Location Ownership MUD Size Age
Mid

(E.g. Marrickville, Ashfield, 
Strathfield)

Dept of Housing Smaller (3–10 units) 25–39

Renter Mid (11–50 units) 25–39

Owner Larger (>50 units) 55–69

Outer

(E.g. Parramatta, 
Liverpool)

Renter Mid (11–50 units) 18–24

Renter Larger (>50 units) 55–69

Owner Smaller (3–10 units) 40–54

■
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■

■

Research Design
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Stage 3 – Quantitative Measurement
The quantitative measurement was undertaken via a series of (n=640) telephone interviews among MUD 
residents. First, a series of (n=600) random interviews were conducted. This was followed by a series of (n=40) 
‘boost’ interviews among Department of Housing residents. The intention here was to increase the robustness of 
this sub-sample and also enable it to be explored in isolation. This resulted in a total of n=96 interviews amongst 
this sub-segment.  These interviews have been post-weighted back into the total sample in accordance with their 
true proportions (and as such the total for this sub-segment appears as n=68 within the tables and graphs within 
this report).

Stage 4 – Qualitative Exploration
Stage 4 involved a series of (n=6) group discussions (each consisting of around 8 participants) and (n=10) in-depth 
interviews. 

The group discussions ran for approximately 1.5 hours. Participants received a cash incentive to thank them for 
their time and cooperation. The location and composition of these groups was:

Group locations

Sydney City 1 x group of renters (under 30) who did not recycle everything

1 x group of renters who claimed to recycle everything

Parramatta 1 x group of owners who did not recycle everything

1 x group of Department of Housing residents

Tweed Heads 1 x group of owners who claimed to recycle everything

1 x group of renters who did not recycle everything

Total groups 6

All participants were recruited to ensure they had recycling facilities available to them. 

The in-depth interviews for Cultural and Linguistically Diverse (CALD) participants were conducted by Cultural 
Partners, and were among Chinese (Mandarin and Cantonese), Korean, Vietnamese, Hindi and Arabic participants.

Research Design
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From the quantitative component of the research project, the following profile details were determined for MUD 
residents:

While just over half the respondents were female (55% were female, 45% male), this rose to approximately two-
thirds of owners (62% female) and Department of Housing respondents (67% female). However, for renters the 
split was more even: 49% female, 51% male. 

Regarding age, there was almost an even split between those in the older categories (with 43% aged 55+) and 
the younger categories (with 47% aged 18–44). Renters were significantly more likely to fall into the younger 
age group (66% aged 18–44), whereas owners tended to be older (75% were aged 45+). The same was true for 
Department of Housing respondents, with most (85%) aged 45+. 

Half the respondents were employed in white-collar occupations (49%). Approximately one in ten were in a 
professional senior management role (12%), a blue-collar occupation (11%), not working (11%) or studying 
(9%). Department of Housing respondents were significantly more likely to be not working (23%).

■

■

■

Property ownership

Total 
(n=640) 

%

Owners 
(n=199) 

%

Renters 
(n=361) 

%

Dept Housing  
(n=68*) 

%

Gender:

Male 45 38 51 33

Female 55 62 49 67

Age Range:

18-24 14 4 21 3

25-44 33 22 45 12

45-64 26 31 20 38

65+ 41 44 13 47

Occupation:

Professional/Senior Management 12 14 11 3

Upper white collar 24 27 24 15

Lower white collar 25 27 25 24

Blue collar 11 12 11 13

Note working 11 6 13 23

Student 9 8 8 16

Base: All respondents                                                                                                                 * actual sample = 96 

Respondent Profile
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Respondent Profile

Looking at income, four in ten respondents (41%) had a gross household income of less than $50K. The same 
proportion had a household income of more than $50K, with the remaining 18% refusing to disclose this 
information. Two-thirds of the Department of Housing respondents (66%) had a gross household income of 
less than $25K, a significantly higher proportion than for owners or renters. 

Three-quarters of all respondents (75%) were from one or two person households. This rose to more than four 
in five Department of Housing respondents (89%), most whom lived on their own (69%). While Department of 
Housing respondents were significantly more likely to live on their own, renters were significantly more likely to 
live in households of four or more people. 

Just over one in ten respondents (13%) indicated they had at least one child (under the age of 18) in their 
household.

■

■

■

Property ownership

Total 
(n=640) 

%

Owners 
(n=199) 

%

Renters 
(n=361) 

%

Dept Housing  
(n=68*) 

%

Household income:

Less than $25K 22 16 17 66

$25K to $49K 19 15 23 13

$50K to $74K 17 15 20 6

$75K to $99K 10 11 11 3

$100K or more 14 19 14 1

People in household:

One 39 43 31 69

Two 36 41 35 20

Three 15 10 19 6

Four or more 9 5 15 4

Children under 18 in household:

Yes 13 12 16 6

No 87 88 84 94

Base: All respondents                                                                                                                 * actual sample = 96 
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There were also differences between groups in terms of how long they had lived in their immediate area.  While 
just over a third (35%) of all respondents had been residents in the area for under three years, more than half 
of all renters were in this category (51%). Owners and Department of Housing respondents were more likely to 
have lived in the area for 7 or more years (65% and 80% respectively). 

While English was the dominant language spoken in most households (76%), this was particularly true for 
owners (significantly higher at 84%). Almost a quarter (24%) mainly spoke another language at home, and this 
figure was significantly higher among renters (at 30%).

■

■

Property ownership

Total 
(n=640) 

%

Owners 
(n=199) 

%

Renters 
(n=361) 

%

Dept Housing  
(n=68*) 

%
Time live in area:

Under a year 15 5 22 4

1 to 3 years 20 11 29 4

4 to 6 years 18 19 18 12

7 to 10 years 21 29 16 21

Over 10 years 26 36 14 59

Location:

Sydney 87 88 88 77

NSW other 13 12 12 23

Main language spoken:

English 76 84 70 82

Other 24 16 30 18

Base: All respondents                                                                                                                 * actual sample = 96 

Property ownership

Total 
(n=640) 

%

Owners 
(n=199) 

%

Renters 
(n=361) 

%

Dept Housing  
(n=68*) 

%
Caretaker in building:

yes 43 44 47 21

No 51 55 45 75

Don’t know 5 1 8 3

Number of dwellings in complex:

3 to 10 30 23 34 21

11 to 20 27 23 27 34

21 to 50 24 33 20 23

51 to 100 10 10 10 5

101 or more 10 10 8 16

Base: All respondents                                                                                                                 * actual sample = 96 

Respondent Profile
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Half the respondents (51%) did not have a caretaker in their building. Department of Housing respondents 
were significantly more likely not to have a caretaker, with 75% indicating this. In total, 43% did have a 
caretaker and 5% weren’t sure.

In terms of the MUD’s size, just under a third of respondents (30%) lived in a relatively small complex (3–10 
dwellings), half lived in a complex with 11–50 dwellings, and the remaining 20% lived in large complexes (51 or 
more dwellings). 

At the end of the questionnaire, respondents were asked to provide a self-classification of their level of environmental 
concern.

Only 18% of the respondents suggested they were really passionate about the environment. Department of 
Housing respondents were more likely to claim they felt this way (31%).

Most respondents indicated a degree of environmental concern – being either ‘very’ or ‘quite’ interested in 
environmental issues and doing ‘a bit’ or ‘a few things’ to help care for it (73% in total positioned themselves in 
these categories).

Seven percent of respondents suggested that while they were interested in the environment, they weren’t 
sure what they could do to help care for it. This was also more likely to be the case for Department of Housing 
respondents (13%). 
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Previous work carried out among MUDs revealed the residents’ dumping behaviour could be significantly 
determined by how tidy and well maintained the local area was. While this aspect was explored in this project, no 
strong links regarding it were established.

Indeed, the qualitative discussions showed recycling behaviour appeared to be far more aligned with an 
individual’s commitment to the issue than with any external environmental factor. Participants who describe their 
surroundings in less-than-favourable terms may still be determined to ‘do their bit’ when it came to recycling. 
So, despite the condition of the building and its surroundings, they claimed to be maintaining consistently high 
recycling levels.

In contrast, some individuals living in well-maintained buildings were simply not committed to recycling. They 
used a range of excuses to justify their lack of action:

 ‘I don’t have the time to sort everything out’

 ‘You can’t really recycle everything. I do the odd bit.’ etc.

Along similar lines, discussions also explored the level of ‘connectedness’ participants felt with their local area and, 
more specifically, the building in which they lived. To some degree, this appeared to be associated with recycling 
behaviour. However, it did not appear to be a strong factor. While it would be expected that those with a stronger 
sense of connection would be more likely to recycle, this was not necessarily the case. 

There were definitely some participants who did feel that residents having a level of connectedness to where they 
lived did contribute to the overall upkeep of the building (and thereby the level of compliance with recycling). 
They described a sense of community, of which they were happy to be a part, and felt this encouraged others to 
‘do the right thing’ and follow the example set.

For some, though, the connection they felt with the place they lived in actually led to feeling a sense of despair 
and hopelessness when it came to recycling. While these people were passionate about where they lived, they 
indicated that all it took was a few people to start doing the wrong thing to lead to a tendency for others to fall to 
that low common denominator:

‘What’s the point when others just throw their stuff anywhere? It’s useless.’

 Locals in the Tweed area also expressed this sense of ‘pointlessness’. They indicated visitors don’t treat the area 
the same way they do, and dump ‘everything’ into public bins. This angers local residents, who then wonder what 
point there is in maintaining their own recycling routines.

Even among those who felt no real connection to the place they lived in, different attitudes were expressed 
about recycling. Some obviously didn’t want to feel a part of the community in which they were situated, but still 
claimed to maintain consistent recycling practices:

‘I’m happy to do my own thing. I don’t want everyone else to be living my life.’

Others were clearly uninvolved with their local community, and also with the concept of recycling. So, while there 
did appear to be some connection along these lines (between recycling and the degree to which individuals 
felt connected to their place of residence), there were obvious exceptions, and it did not seem to be a strong 
determining factor.

The MUD Environment
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In the quantitative survey, respondents were asked a couple of questions about the cleanliness and maintenance of their 
local area and more specifically, about the building or development they lived in.

Most respondents (87%) thought their local area was clean and well maintained – 36% thought this was always 
the case and 51% thought it to be fairly clean and reasonably well maintained. 

■
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Looking specifically at the buildings they lived in, the picture was more positive. Nine in ten respondents said 
their building was clean and well maintained – 55% thought it to be always the case and 36% thought it to be 
fairly clean and reasonably well maintained. 

Regarding differences by property ownership, there was a clear pattern. Owners felt significantly more positive 
– two-thirds (66%) indicated their building was always clean and well maintained compared to 50% of renters 
and 46% of Department of Housing respondents. 

Respondents were asked to think about the level of interaction they had with different types of people involved with 
their building. Respondents in privately owned dwellings were asked about the contact they had with the building 
(strata) management. The Department of Housing respondents were asked about the contact they had with their 
Department of Housing Representative.

A third of all respondents (32%) had (very/quite) frequent contact. Just under half (45%) had (quite/very) 
infrequent contact and a sixth (16%) indicated they had no contact at all.

The picture was quite different between owners and renters, with owners having significantly higher levels 
of interaction. Just under half the owners (46%) had frequent contact compared to a quarter of renters 
(24%). Conversely, a quarter of renters (23%) indicated they had no contact at all with the building (strata) 
management, compared to just 4% of owners.

Frequency of contact increased with age. Respondents aged 18–44 years were significantly less likely to have 
frequent contact with the building or strata management (22%); those aged 45–64 years were significantly 
more likely to have contact (35%), whereas those aged 65+ were by far the most likely to have frequent contact 
(49%).

Other groups more likely to have infrequent contact with building or strata management included:

CALD respondents (70%)

those in blue-collar occupations (68%)

respondents whose building did not have a caretaker (68%)

those with two or more people in the household (65%). 
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Department of Housing respondents were asked about the contact they had with their Department of Housing 
Representative.

Overall, the Department of Housing respondents had lower levels of interaction with their representative than 
private dwellers had with their management. 

Over half of Department of Housing respondents (56%) indicated they had infrequent contact with their 
representative. Approximately one in five (19%) had frequent contact and a sixth (16%) had no contact at all.

All respondents were asked about the level of interaction they had with their neighbours.

Overall, half (52%) had frequent contact with their neighbours and approximately four in ten (38%) had 
infrequent contact. Just 7% had no contact at all.

Owners tended to have higher levels of contact with their neighbours than either renters or Department of 
Housing respondents. Six in ten owners (61%) had frequent contact compared to approximately half of all 
renters (48%) and Department of Housing respondents (52%). 

While the proportion of respondents saying they had infrequent contact was fairly even across the three 
groups, renters were most likely to have no contact at all (11% indicated this compared to 2% of owners and 
5% of Department of Housing respondents).

There was a correlation between contact with neighbours and the length of time respondents lived in the 
residence. Those who had been in their building for more than 10 years were significantly more likely to have 
frequent contact with their neighbours 

(64% indicated this compared to 57% of those who had lived in their building for 4–10 years, and 39% of those 
who had lived in their building for three years or less).
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Interestingly, the respondents who claimed to recycle everything or most things were significantly more likely 
to indicate they had frequent contact with their neighbours than those who recycled sometimes or never (55% 
and 39% respectively).

Other groups more likely to have frequent contact with neighbours included:

professionals (66%)

respondents with children (64%)

those living outside Sydney (63%).

Respondents who indicated they had infrequent contact with their neighbours were asked whether they would like to 
have more contact with them.

Most respondents who did not have frequent contact indicated they wouldn’t like to have more contact with 
their neighbours (61%). This was particularly the case for Department of Housing respondents (81%).

Renters were generally more in favour of increased contact with their neighbours – four in ten (42%) renters 
who did not have frequent contact indicated they would like this, compared to just over a quarter (27%) of 
owners and two in ten (19%) Department of Housing respondents. 

Respondents with children (64%) and CALD respondents (54%) who did not currently have frequent contact 
were also more likely to indicate they would like more contact with their neighbours.
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While this research project intentionally did not focus on the limits the facilities place on recycling behaviour, 
these aspects were continually raised by research participants, and can obviously present a major barrier to 
behaviour.

In order to move the focus from the facilities, all qualitative participants in the groups were recruited to ensure 
they had recycling facilities available to them. However, the availability aspect did not necessarily equate with 
continuous access. One participant (who rented) described her bin room (which contained the recycling facilities 
and was located outside the main building) as being locked outside business hours. As she was not supplied with 
a key, she rarely had access to the facilities and therefore found it extremely difficult to ‘do the right thing’ in terms 
of recycling.

So although this wasn’t a priority area of enquiry, to give a proper context for their claimed recycling behaviour, 
participants were asked about the sort of facilities they did have. Within each group, a range of different facilities 
were described:

Some had communal recycling bins, where all sorts of different recyclable materials were collected together.

Some had a series of different recycling bins (still used in a communal sense), each of which was used for the 
collection of a certain material (e.g., a series of bins for plastic, paper, glass etc.).

Some even had their own recycling bin (i.e., a bin provided to each unit or apartment); some of these were 
divided into sections.

Even at this level of enquiry, there were hints that the degree of differentiation here could be an issue for some 
(potentially less committed) individuals:

‘It’s different everywhere you go. You just get used to doing one thing, and then you have to change that to suit 
the bins they have at the next place.’

Even where council facilities and services were common, there was often further differentiation presented by 
the building services in place. That is, for some there was very little personal effort required for them to recycle 
‘correctly’ as their buildings had caretakers who (to varying degrees), provided instruction or even assistance in 
the recycling process. 

Others had a ‘chute’ on their level, and so did not need to go out of their way to dispose of their recyclable 
material (which was then dealt with by ‘someone else’).

In contrast however, some had to walk down several flights of stairs, and then go out to a separate (potentially 
uncovered) bin area. This level of effort did appear likely to impact on recycling behaviour. Those who expressed 
commitment to the issue were still likely to make this effort without even considering it a chore:

‘You have to take your rubbish out anyway, I don’t see how it can be a problem.’

But this view was not shared by those less committed to recycling:

‘It can be a bit of a hassle sometimes.’

To this end, the discussion often led to the provisions people had to make inside their units or apartments in 
order to recycle correctly. This aspect could be an issue even for those who had the most convenient and easy-to-
use facilities within the rest of the building. Here, participants were talking about the separation and storage of 
recyclable materials within their own home.

Most seemed to have dedicated a corner of their kitchen bench or a place near their bin to accumulate 
recyclables. Apart from being unsightly, this stockpiling was often an issue for most from the perspective of 
having limited space within their kitchen or laundry in which to store things:

■

■

■

Recycling Facilities
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‘It’s not as easy as collecting your rubbish – which all goes in the one bin.’

‘There’s just not enough room for it in my apartment.’

‘It’s messy all piled up beside the fridge.’

‘I put all my recycling in one plastic bag, and then take that down to the bin room when it’s full. But then I have 
to separate things out … and sometimes I have to admit that I just throw the whole bag into the rubbish bin 
instead.’

In a later part of discussions, there were unprompted calls to provide kitchens with fitted bins that could be used 
to separate and store recyclable materials. One participant reported this now happens in many apartments in 
Germany and people reacted very well to this concept.

Within most groups there was also a general discussion of ‘overflowing’ recycling bins. Participants suggested they 
didn’t have enough bins (or a regular enough collection service) to cope with the amount of material that could 
be recycled. When the recycling bins were full, things that could be recycled were reportedly thrown into the 
general rubbish bins.

Another aspect mentioned (more so in the groups conducted in the Tweed area) was that there didn’t seem to 
be consistency between what councils told people to do in their own homes and what they provided in public 
places. That is, they were asking for recycling facilities in public areas so people could recycle wherever they were.

In the quantitative survey, respondents were asked what general rubbish facilities they had in their building and also 
whether or not there was a recycling system. Those respondents whose building had a recycling system were then asked 
what type of recycling bins they had and how effective they were. 

Most respondents (85%) had some kind of bin room or area. Just one in ten (11%) had a rubbish chute on their 
level and 4% mentioned another type of general rubbish service.

Looking at the type of bin room or area in more detail, just over half (56%) had theirs outside the building, one 
in five (20%) had one within their building but on a different level to them and 5% had a bin room on the same 
level as them.

■

■

Property ownership

Total 
(n=640) 

%

Owners 
(n=199) 

%

Renters 
(n=361) 

%

Dept Housing  
(n=68*) 

%

Open bin room/area outside building 56 47 60 56

Bin room/area within building  
(or diofferent level)

20 28 17 13

Rubbish chute on level 11 10 10 15

Bin room (on same level) 5 3 6 9

Locked bin room (outside building) 4 6 4 3

Other 4 5 3 5

Base: All respondents (n=640)                                                                                                                 * actual sample = 96 
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Just under two-thirds of respondents (61%) had a recycling system in their building. Significantly more owners 
(68%) than renters (59%) had a recycling system, with Department of Housing respondents the least likely to 
have one (47%).

Sydney respondents were twice as likely as others to have a recycling system in their building (65% and 33% 
respectively).

Just over three-quarters of professionals (77%) had a recycling system in their building – a significantly higher 
proportion than respondents in white-collar (64%) or blue-collar (50%) occupations.

Other groups more likely to have a recycling system in their building were:

those in MUDs with more than 50 units (75%)

non-CALD participants (63%)

respondents who had been in their building for less than 10 years (63%)

those without children (62%).
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Looking at the type of recycling bins used, just under a third (31%) of respondents had one recycling bin 
for everything. Others had access to a range of recycling bins, with the main types being a bin for paper or 
cardboard (36%), a bin for plastic PET bottles (27%) and a bin for glass (24%).

While Department of Housing respondents were the least likely to have any kind of recycling system, where a 
system was in place, it was most likely to be one bin for everything (20%). 

Respondents with a recycling system were asked to rate the effectiveness of the system. 
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Property ownership

Total 
(n=640) 

%

Owners 
(n=199) 

%

Renters 
(n=361) 

%

Dept Housing  
(n=68*) 

%

Bin for paper/cardboard 36 43 36 13

One recycling bin for everything 31 35 28 20

Bin for plastic PET bottles 27 33 26 9

Bin for glass 24 30 22 6

Green bin 16 21 16 8

Bin for aluminium/steel 15 17 16 5

Other 2 2 2 2

Don’t know 6 4 4 5

No recycling system 37 30 39 50

Base: All respondents (n=640)                                                                                                                 * actual sample = 96 
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Overall, three-quarters (77%) rated their system as effective (very or quite).

Owners tended to be more positive, with just over four in five (84%) rating their system as effective. While 
seven in ten renters and Department of Housing respondents rated their system as effective, Department of 
Housing respondents were more likely to rate their system as very effective (27% indicated this compared to 
17% of renters). 

Although just one in ten of all respondents (10%) rated the recycling system in their building as ineffective, this 
increased to a sixth of Department of Housing respondents (16%). 

In addition, respondents in the largest MUDs – those with more than 50 units – were also more likely to rate the 
system as ineffective (18%).

Interestingly, rating the system as ineffective correlated with recycling behaviour and the level of concern for 
the environment:

A quarter (25%) of those who recycled only some things or nothing rated their system as ineffective. This 
dropped to one in ten (11%) of those who recycled most things or quite a bit, and just 5% of those who 
recycled everything.

Similarly, while two in ten (22%) of those who reportedly didn’t do very much for the environment rated their 
system as ineffective, this dropped to one in ten (12%) for those who did quite a bit or a little bit, and to none 
for those who did everything they could to care for the environment.

As shown in the chart above, respondents gave a range of responses when explaining what made their 
recycling system effective. The main responses can be summarised into two key points. The first aspect 
contributing to an effective system was that people were using the bins (22%) and taking responsibility for 
doing their bit (13%). The second was that recycling is easy and convenient (16%) due to the facilities or 
services provided (10%).

■

■

■

■

■

›

■

■

Reason (n=323) %

People use the bins/it’ s common practise 22

It’s easy to do/convenient/bins accessible 16

People are taking responsibility/trying hard 13

We are well supplied with the necessary facilities/services 10

We can see what other people do/what’ s in the bins 7

People can do more than they are 7

We have managers/cleaners/people etc who oversee it 7

The bins are usually full/overflowing by the end of the week/not enough bins 6

Some people are too lazy/don’t care 6

We have an efficient system/we work at it 5

People don’ t know what goes where/we need more info 3

We haven’ t got the facilities to keep everything separate/badly place 1

Base: Respondents indicating their building recycling system is effective.
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Similarly, a range of responses was given to explain why the system was ineffective. Facilities and services also 
played a key role. However, for these respondents it was a lack of facilities – both in terms of number of bins 
(21%) and bin organisation (27%) that was a problem.

While engaged residents helped make recycling an effective process, laziness and a lack of interest (14%) and 
residents not doing as much as they could (7%) contributed to an ineffective system.

Interestingly, there was also a feeling that people needed more information and education – this was 
spontaneously mentioned by 14% of respondents who thought the recycling system in their building was 
ineffective. 

Group discussions helped determine how much participants actually thought about recycling and its relative 
importance in daily life within the realm of environmental issues.

Interestingly, recycling was not really a prominent issue for most. This finding was completely consistent across 
the different group ‘types’ recruited. 

Respondents considered water conservation to be the most important environmental issue, and there was a 
definite, strong emphasis on this. While this was particularly strong in the Sydney groups, Tweed area participants 
also viewed it as highly important, although it was not currently seen as a personal concern.

Water conservation’s prominence seemed to stem from its level of media exposure, as there are continual visual 
reinforcements of this issue – scenes of empty dams and barren, drought-affected landscapes. It was seen to have 
a logical and direct link to climate change, a growing issue in recent years. This aspect concerned many, as water 
was viewed as a ‘basic’ need and the thought of not having enough for the future aroused deep concern.

Group participants also saw saving electricity as another important environmental issue. While some apparently 
made efforts to reduce electricity to save money, others clearly did so out of environmental concern. There 
was a general understanding that limiting the demand for electricity can reduce an individual’s impact on the 
environment.

Again though, saving electricity was reported to have continual reinforcement through the media and other 
channels, and participants seemed to have an emotional connection with this issue – to the extent that they felt a 
sense of ‘guilt’ for wasting power; for example, if they saw that a light had been left on.

■

■

■

Reason (n=40*) %

We haven’ t got the facilities to keep everything separate/badly placed 27

The bins are usually full/overflowing by the end of the week/not enough bins 21

People don’ t know what goes where/we need more info 14

Some people are too lazy/don’ t care 14

People can do more than they are 7

People use the bins/It’ s common practice 5

We can see what other people do/what’ s in the bins 5

We have managers/cleaners/people etc who oversee it 4

We are well supplied with the necessary facilities/services 1

Other negative 20

Other positive 2

Base: Respondents indicating their building recycling system is effective.   *Warning: Small Base size
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Overall then, recycling was viewed to be of lesser importance than both these issues. In comparison, it wasn’t 
something that participants indicated that they thought about on a day-to-day basis, whereas the other two 
issues were. There was also an indication that the issue of recycling did not have the same strong link to the 
environment that water and electricity had for them – as they had limited awareness and knowledge of the 
recycling process and what the benefits of recycling actually were.

Also reducing recycling’s importance level was that it wasn’t seen as an ‘immediate’ issue. While saving water and 
saving electricity were both seen as having direct and immediate benefits in saving for the future, this simply 
wasn’t the case for recycling. It was not seen to be urgent or threatening in any way. 

While people could rationalise recycling as being beneficial, there was no real emotional connection with the 
issue. Therefore there was no strong desire to act on behalf of the environment by recycling everything they 
could. Rather, for many, recycling appears to have become somewhat of a routine that did not require much 
thought or attachment:

‘I don’t really think about it.’

‘It’s not like when I go to put my recycling out I’m thinking ‘this is the right thing to do for the environment … I 
just do it.’

Because recycling has become routine for many, this has apparently resulted in people maintaining only the basic 
practices they developed years ago. That is, they only recycle some paper, glass and plastic without ever seeking 
information relating to other items that can now be recycled. Alternatively, they may be maintaining incorrect 
recycling behaviour (in the belief that what they are doing is the ‘correct’ thing). 

Because they don’t see the issue as a critical one requiring their attention or action, they are likely to continue 
their established routine or behaviour.

In the quantitative survey, respondents were presented with a series of attitudinal statements and asked whether they 
agreed or disagreed with each. 
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When prompted, most respondents agreed with the statements ‘I can make a difference by recycling’ (93%), that 
‘when I think about recycling, I think about the positive impact it has on the environment’ (91%) and ‘recycling is just 
routine for me’ (85%). 

By comparison, relatively few agreed with the statement ‘my life is too busy to recycle everything I could’ (17%) 
– though this still identifies a segment of people for whom recycling is perceived to be too difficult. 

Looking at attitudes to recycling in relation to actual behaviour, those who recycle only some of the time or 
never were significantly more likely to feel they couldn’t make an impact by recycling. Half (51%) agreed that 
‘individuals can’t really make a difference by recycling within a unit block’, compared to only two in ten of those 
who recycle everything or most things (19%).

Another barrier to recycling was the feeling that it is too hard to fit into daily life. While just one in ten (10%) 
of those who recycle everything agreed that ‘my life is too busy to recycle everything I could’, this increased to a 
quarter of those who recycle quite a bit (25%) and to four in ten (39%) of those who recycle only some of the 
time or never. 

Also, for those who recycle only some of the time or never, there was a sense they were, to some degree, 
isolated from other people who perhaps recycled more frequently and/or communicated the value of recycling 
– six in ten (58%) agreed with the statement ‘nobody in the building cares if I recycle or not’, and nearly half (48%) 
felt that while they ‘would like to recycle more, others in the household don’t support it as much’.

Looking now at some of the key differences in attitudes by property ownership and other subgroup variables: 
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Department of Housing respondents were more likely to agree ‘strongly’ with the statement: ‘I feel like I can 
make a difference by recycling’: 84% compared to three-quarters of owners (75%) and renters (73%).

CALD respondents were more likely to strongly agree with this statement than non-CALD respondents (84% 
and 72% respectively indicated they ‘strongly’ agreed).

Agreement also correlated with recycling behaviour and level of concern for the environment:

Over eight in ten (86%) of those who recycled everything ‘strongly’ agreed, whereas ‘strong’ agreement 
dropped to 64% of those who recycle quite a bit, and to half (52%) of those who recycled some of the time 
or never.

Similarly, nearly nine in ten (88%) of those who did everything they could to care for the environment 
‘strongly’ agreed, whereas ‘strong’ agreement dropped to 65% of those who did a few things, and four in ten 
(42%) of those who didn’t do very much.

While most respondents agreed that ‘when I think about recycling, I think about the positive impact it has on the 
environment’, renters were a little less likely to strongly agree with this statement (71% compared to 82% of 
Department of Housing respondents and 79% of owners).

CALD respondents were significantly more likely to agree with this statement (98% compared to 89% of non-
CALD respondents).

The level of agreement with this statement also increased with level of concern for the environment. While 
nearly all respondents (99%) who were passionate about environmental issues and did everything they could 
to help care for the environment agreed, agreement dropped to 85% of those who were quite interested in 
the environment and did a few things to help care for it. Agreement dropped again to three-quarters (75%) of 
those who were not really interested in the environment and didn’t really do much to help care for it.
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While almost all owners agreed that ‘recycling is just routine for me’ (92%), agreement dropped slightly among 
renters and Department of Housing respondents (both 82%). Renters were also less likely to ‘strongly’ agree 
with this statement.
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Groups more likely to disagree that ‘recycling is just routine for me’ included:

respondents who did only some or no recycling (51%)

respondents who had little interest in the environment and do little to help care for it (33%)

those in large (50+) MUDs (26%)

CALD respondents (20%)

those in Sydney (14%).
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Attitudes

Department of Housing respondents were more likely to feel that ‘nobody in the building cares if I recycle or not’, 
with just under half (47%) agreeing with this statement and three in ten (29%) agreeing ‘strongly’. Agreement 
dropped off for renters (37% agreed) and owners (29% agreed).

Agreement was higher among respondents doing the lowest level of recycling (58%) compared to those doing 
more recycling, and among those doing very little to help care for the environment (57%) compared to those 
claiming to do more.

Other groups more likely to agree with this statement included:

CALD respondents (45%)

18–34 year olds (44%) 

those with children (43%).

■

■

■

›

›

›



26

An Exploration of Recycling In Multi-Unit Dwellings

Department of Environment and Climate Change NSW

Department of Housing respondents were more likely to agree that ‘I would like to recycle more but others 
in the household don’t support it as much’ (just over a third agreed), with a quarter (25%) agreeing ‘strongly’. 
Agreement dropped to a quarter of renters (25% agreed) and one in five owners (21% agreed).

There was higher agreement for this statement among respondents doing the lowest level of recycling (48%) 
compared to those doing more recycling, and among those claiming to do very little to help care for the 
environment (46%) compared to those claiming to do more. 

Other groups more likely to indicate ‘I would like to recycle more but others in the household don’t support it as 
much’ included:

CALD respondents (43%)

those with children (36%)

respondents in blue-collar occupations (34%).
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In line with Department of Housing respondents being more likely to feel that nobody cares if they recycle or 
not, this group was also more likely to feel that ‘individuals can’t really make a difference to recycling within a unit 
block’. Just under a third of Department of Housing respondents (31%) agreed with this, and a quarter (25%) 
agreed ‘strongly’. Agreement dropped to a quarter of renters (26% agreed) and one in five owners (20% agreed).

Agreement with this statement correlated with the size of the MUD, with agreement increasing by size of 
dwelling. Two in ten (19%) respondents in a MUD with 3–10 units agreed that ‘individuals can’t really make a 
difference to recycling within a unit block’. Agreement increased to a quarter (24%) of those in a MUD with 11–50 
units, and was highest among respondents in the larger MUDS – 35% among those in an MUD with more than 
50 units. 
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While there was little real difference by subgroup for this statement, Department of Housing respondents were 
more likely to ‘strongly’ agree that ‘my life is too busy to recycle everything I could’: 15% indicated this, compared 
to 8% of renters and 6% of owners.

Younger respondents (those aged 18–34) were significantly more likely to feel that they were too busy to 
recycle: a quarter (25%) indicated this, compared to 14% of those aged 35 or over.
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Respondents were presented with a series of reasons why people choose to recycle and asked to say the extent to which 
each applied to their own decision regarding the amount of recycling they chose to do. 

Most respondents (85%) felt strongly that they had a ‘personal responsibility to recycle because it’s the best 
thing to do for the environment’. Two-thirds (66%) indicated a ‘feeling that they had to recycle’ was driving their 
recycling behaviour. Approximately half (52%) felt strongly that they ‘should be doing it because most other 
people are’. 

Overall, just 3% of respondents showed having a ‘personal responsibility to recycle because it’s the best thing to do 
for the environment’ was not important in deciding about how much recycling they did. However, this increased 
to approximately one-sixth (17%) of those who had little concern for the environment and to one in ten of 
those who did only some or no recycling (11%). 

Respondents who recycled because they ‘felt like they had to recycle’ were more likely to be:

those who were passionate about the environment and did everything they could to care for it (83%)

CALD respondents (74%)

those who recycled everything or most things (72%)

those who felt they knew enough to recycle correctly (72%)

those with children (68%).
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Respondents were presented with a series of statements covering more general environmental issues. They were asked 
to say how important each was to them using a scale of 1 to 10, where one was ‘not important at all’, and 10 was 
‘extremely important’.

Overall, when presented in this manner at a rational and considered level, each of the four environmental 
issues appeared to be important to respondents. At least nine in ten rated each statement as five or more out 
of ten.

Grouping the eight, nine and ten out of ten scores gives a rating of high importance. Using this rating, three-
quarters of respondents rated air quality control (77%), recycling (77%) and reducing water consumption (76%) as 
being of high importance. Reducing electricity consumption, scored lower, with two-thirds (66%) scoring this as 
highly important.

All issues, except reducing electricity consumption, were of significantly higher importance to females than males.

All issues, except recycling, followed a clear correlation with age; the importance attributed to each increased 
with age.

Not surprisingly, there was also a clear correlation with recycling behaviour and the level of concern for the 
environment. As recycling behaviour increased, so did the level of importance attributed to each of the issues. 
Similarly, as concern for the environment increased, so did the level of importance attributed to each of the issues.
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As indicated earlier, there was a definite lack of knowledge around the issue of recycling. Potentially because of its 
commonplace status, few participants had thought about it at length. The knowledge gaps were in two key areas:

what you can and can’t recycle

why there is a need to recycle.

Within the groups conducted, participants frequently sought reassurance from group moderators about both 
aspects. While the participants eventually made suggestions, they were not usually certain about the information 
or opinion they put forward. 

Interestingly, the discussion process seemed to raise interest in the topic. As gaps in knowledge were revealed, it 
became clear to many participants that they weren’t as well informed as they had assumed. Consequently they 
were genuinely interested in finding out more and wanted to clarify any misconceptions they had. Of course, in 
their everyday lives, they were unlikely to encounter this process, and would be unlikely to seek such information 
of their own accord.

Some of the main misconceptions and questions raised regarding what you can and can’t recycle related to:

Bottle tops: there was confusion and uncertainty over the need to remove them prior to putting them in the 
recycling bin.

‘I still don’t know if I’m meant to leave bottle tops on or not.’

Plastics: here confusion related to the types of plastic that can be recycled, some simply assumed that all could 
be, while others referred to the plastic ‘number’ that identified most plastic products.

‘What about plastics? There are different types of plastic, and I don’t know which ones are suitable.’

Rinsing bottles or jars: while this wasn’t necessarily a common misconception, it was mentioned by one of the 
older participants within a group, and no-one else made an effort to correct it (indicating they may also have 
heard of or held this view themselves). The misconception here was that to labels needed to be removed from 
bottles and jars before they could be placed in a recycling bin.

‘The labels on some glass jars are just too sticky and I can’t get them off … so I end up throwing them out. I don’t 
have time to soak them all properly.’

Pizza boxes: this was also raised in most groups. While some were certain they could be recycled, others were 
just as certain that they could not be.

‘Can you recycle a pizza box?’

Jars or bottles: rinsing bottles or jars was also discussed. Some revealed feeling ‘guilt’ when they rinsed a bottle 
before putting it in their recycling. They were not sure whether or not tipping out the remaining contents was 
good for their pipes or the waterways where they would end up. There were also questions about ‘wasting’ 
water in the process and if any form of rinsing was actually required.

‘I feel bad if I rinse bottles out … Surely it’s worse for the environment to waste the water.’

Perhaps the most critical knowledge gap related to the overall need to recycle. When raising this aspect within 
groups, questioning was sometimes met with silence and blank expressions. Again, due to the fact that recycling 
wasn’t a top-of-mind issue, they were unlikely to have considered this before. The routine nature of people’s 
behaviour had them contributing (to different degrees) without really knowing how recycling worked, what was 
involved, and ultimately what it achieved.

‘You do it because you have to.’
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When prompted further, some mentioned limiting the need to use precious resources or that by recycling, less 
waste was going to landfill. However, this seemed to be the extent of knowledge that most had.

‘If you recycle, then less rubbish needs to go to landfill.’

However, even when relating to the connection with landfill, different opinions were expressed. To some, the idea 
of contributing to landfill was a deterrent while others (though fewer in number) actually thought landfill can be a 
good thing.

‘They reclaim land and make sporting fields out of landfill.’

Research participants were also fairly unsure where their knowledge of recycling came from. During the discussion 
process, moderators asked participants directly about where they had acquired their information, and again were 
generally met with blank expressions.

‘It’s just something I’ve always done.’

‘I don’t remember where. I’ve been doing it for ages.’

‘Maybe from my parents. I don’t know.’

No definitive sources emerged, though there were references to such things as stickers or diagrams on bins and 
local council magnets or flyers (for some). Obviously though, these sources of information were not meeting their 
information needs, as they were not detailed enough to deal with the sorts of questions and misconceptions held.

In the quantitative survey, respondents were asked a couple of questions regarding household recycling – who was 
responsible and the frequency. 
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In most cases (71% overall), responsibility for household recycling lay with an individual, and this individual was 
slightly more likely to be female (38%, compared to 33% male). This gender split was more pronounced among 
Department of Housing respondents; over half (56%) indicated an individual female had this responsibility. This 
dropped to less than half of owners (45%) and three in ten (30%) renters. 

There were fairly high claimed levels of recycling overall, with almost three-quarters of respondents (73%) 
claiming to recycle everything or most things. This was particularly the case for owners – four in five (81%) of 
whom claimed to recycle everything or most things.

Overall, a third of respondents (33%) claimed to recycle everything. However, there were some differences by 
property ownership, with owners and Department of Housing respondents more likely to claim this (43% and 
42% respectively) than renters (26%).

Other groups less likely to claim they recycled everything were:

those who don’t know what to do or don’t do anything to help care for the environment (15%)

18–34 year olds (19%)

those who do a few things to care for the environment (22%)

those in residence for less than three years (25%)

frequent movers (26%)

CALD respondents (27%).
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Respondents were also asked about the proportion of residents within their building who they felt recycled correctly.
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Two-thirds of respondents (66%) thought 60% or more of their building’s residents recycled correctly. This 
proportion increased a little among owners (74%) and decreased a little among Department of Housing 
respondents (57%).

Approximately four in ten (37%) thought 80% or more of their building’s residents recycled correctly. Again, this 
proportion was higher among owners (46%).

Other groups less likely to claim a high level of recycling (80% or more) were:

those who had lived in the same residence for less than three years (27%)

CALD respondents (26%)

18–34 year olds (25%)

frequent movers (19%)

those who don’t know what to do or don’t do anything to help care for the environment (15%).

Just one in ten respondents (10%) thought all residents in their building recycled correctly. Renters were a little 
less likely to indicate this (9%, compared to 13% of Department of Housing respondents and 12% of owners).
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Respondents were asked a series of questions regarding how they actually disposed of various household items, how 
they thought the items should correctly be disposed of, and then how confident they were in how they thought the items 
should be disposed of.

Just over three-quarters of respondents (77%) disposed of batteries in the general rubbish. Four in ten (40%) 
thought batteries should be disposed of in this way and three in ten (29%) weren’t sure.

Two in five respondents (43%) were sure (‘extremely’ or ’quite’) that the way they thought batteries should be 
disposed of was correct. Just over a quarter were unsure (28%); this was higher among professionals (60%) and 
18–34 year olds (51%). 

Over half (56%) the respondents who indicated they didn’t know enough to be able to recycle properly were 
unsure if their battery disposal method was correct.
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Six in ten respondents recycled pizza boxes (34% in the general recycling and 25% in the paper recycling) and 
just under four in ten (37%) disposed of them in the general rubbish.

Seven in ten respondents (69%) thought pizza boxes should be recycled, with four in ten (40%) thinking they 
should go in the general recycling and three in ten (29%) thinking they should go in the paper recycling. A 
quarter of respondents (24%) thought they should be disposed of in the general rubbish.

Most respondents (85%) believed the way they thought pizza boxes should be disposed of was correct, with 
half (50%) indicating they were extremely sure.
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Three-quarters of all respondents (75%) recycled milk cartons, with most (50%) using the general recycling bin. 
A sixth (16%) used a paper recycler and 8% used a plastic recycler. Two in ten (21%) didn’t recycle milk cartons 
– putting them in the general rubbish instead.

However, when questioned about how to dispose of milk cartons, just under nine in ten respondents (87%) 
thought they should be recycled, with most (55%) indicating this should be in the general recycling. Two in ten 
(20%) thought they should go in the paper recycling and one in ten (12%) thought plastic recycling was the 
correct disposal method.

Respondents were relatively confident in how they thought milk cartons should be disposed of; nine in ten 
(89%) said they were sure that what they were doing was correct (56% were ‘extremely’ sure).
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Three-quarters of respondents (76%) indicated they recycled soft drink cans. Just over half (53%) put them in 
the general recycling and approximately a quarter (23%) put them in an aluminium recycling container. Two in 
ten (21%) didn’t recycle soft drink cans; instead, they put them in the general rubbish.

A slightly higher proportion of respondents thought soft drink cans should be recycled than the proportion 
indicating that they did recycle them (89% thought they should be recycled, 76% did recycle them). Just over 
half the respondents (56%) thought soft drink cans should be disposed of in the general recycling, with a 
further third (33%) indicating the aluminium recycling bin was the correct place for them.

Respondents were very confident in how they thought soft drink cans should be disposed of, with nearly all 
(91%) sure they were correct. A large proportion was ‘extremely’ sure (64%).
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Looking at the disposal of a broken drinking glass, around four in ten respondents recycled this – 23% in 
general recycling and 18% in glass recycling. Just over half (55%) indicated they disposed of broken drinking 
glass in the general rubbish.

Responses were more evenly spread regarding how a broken drinking glass should be disposed of, with fewer 
respondents thinking it should go in the general rubbish (32%, compared to the 55% who were using this 
method of disposal), and more respondents thinking it should be recycled (57%, compared to 41% who used 
this method of disposal).

Fewer than seven in ten respondents (68%) were sure they knew how to dispose of a broken drinking glass. 
However, just under a quarter (23%) indicated they weren’t sure, and a further 9% indicated they didn’t know.
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A relatively large proportion of respondents (65%) disposed of aerosols in the general rubbish, while a quarter 
(26%) recycled them (17% in the general recycling, 8% in the aluminium recycling).

Regrading the correct disposal of aerosols, a quarter (25%) didn’t know and fewer respondents thought they 
should go in the general rubbish than those who actually put them there (34%, compared to 65% using this 
method of disposal). Slightly more thought aerosols should be recycled (34%, compared to 26% using this 
disposal method).

Respondents were less sure of the correct means of disposing of aerosols. Less than half (45%) were sure of 
their response and three in ten (30%) were unsure. 
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Respondents were asked whether they knew enough to be able to recycle correctly and, if not, what information would 
help them.

A third of all respondents (33%) felt that they didn’t know enough. Renters were slightly more likely to feel 
this way (36%), whereas owners and Department of Housing respondents indicated they were a little more 
knowledgeable (29% and 28% respectively indicated that they didn’t know enough).

Other groups indicating that they didn’t know enough to be able to recycle correctly were:

those who recycle some of the time or don’t recycle (54%)

those who don’t know what to do or don’t do anything to help care for the environment (51%)

those who aren’t personally responsible for recycling (41%)

professionals (41%)

45–54-year-olds (40%)

those in smaller MUD buildings (38%).
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The main information required – mentioned by over a quarter of all respondents (28%) – was a general 
explanation of recycling: where items should go, what’s recyclable and what isn’t. 

While interview process itself had prompted respondents to think about some specific items, a few of which 
were fed back as a response to this question – again highlighting the lack of knowledge that they had in this 
area of correct disposal practices (eg. broken glass, pizza boxes, aluminium cans etc).
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Reason (n=230) %

Info about where the items go/what is recyclable and what isn’T 28

What to do with batteries 26

What to do with aerosol cans 16

Brochures/pamphlets/written info 11

Information about what to do with the more tricky items eg Mobile Phones 7

Stickers for bins 6

What to do with broken glass 5

What about dirty/broken things/should you wash things/wrap them? 3

Info about what to do with oils/chemicals/paints 3

What to do with pizza boxes 3

Info about mixed items eg lids on glass bottles 2

About plastics/which are recyclable 2

What to do with drink/aluminium cans 1

Other 9

Nothing 7

Don’t know 16

Base: Respondents who did not feel that they knew enough (N=230)



43Department of Environment and Climate Change NSW

Several different hypothetical ideas were revealed through the initial desk research and qualitative exploration. 
These were used to measure reactions in the quantitative phase of research, then explored further in the final 
qualitative research.

One idea put forward was to set a rewards system for buildings, whereby those with high recycling levels would 
somehow receive a financial benefit for their level of compliance. There were fairly mixed reactions to this concept.

The positive feedback to emerge related to:

The likelihood that some people would act in relation to a financial incentive.

The fact that it would be likely to be noticed.

It would therefore also raise the prominence or importance of the recycling issue.

However, responses to this concept were also fairly negative, with the main reasons being:

The perception that it would be very difficult to administer.

Individuals (within a unit block) who do the right thing when others don’t are not rewarded.

The perception that an incentive would go to the owner of the property, not the residents.

Generally, many found it difficult to imagine how this concept would actually work. While some liked the idea, 
it did not seem practical. While it was thought a financial incentive was likely to gain attention and encourage 
compliance among some who currently do not recycle correctly, others felt this wasn’t the right way to go about 
things (i.e., that people should be recycling ‘for the right reasons’).

Another idea presented was to make recycling part of any lease agreement that tenants undertook. In overall 
terms this idea was seen quite positively, for the following reasons:

Mentioning it within a lease agreement would draw attention to the issue.

The fact that it is an agreement acts as a reminder of the need to ‘do the right thing’.

It targets those who were perceived to be less likely to recycle ‘correctly’.

However, some participants (more likely to be the renters) were worried that its inclusion could lead to its use as 
an excuse to evict tenants. 

So there appeared to be more support for this concept if it were made clear it wasn’t an enforceable condition of a 
lease agreement. It would still be there as a reminder of correct behaviour (and to reinforce the seriousness of the 
issue) but could not be enforced in any way.

A separate idea presented to participants was to number recycling bins with specific unit numbers. The idea being 
that, rather than have a set of communal bins for anyone to use, each ‘wheelie’ bin would be assigned to a small 
set of units (and numbered accordingly). Reactions to this idea were not particularly positive.

Some found it difficult to see how this would encourage recycling in any way. While most realised the intention 
was to provide a higher level of personal responsibility for what went into the bins, and thereby encourage people 
to recycle correctly, it was not seen as a practical solution:

‘What if I was lumped in with someone who refused to do anything? There would be no point in me doing it 
either.’

‘People would just dump their stuff in other people’s bins. There’s no way that that can be policed’.

So, while the idea of enhancing individual responsibility was well regarded, this didn’t seem to be the way to 
achieve it.

The last idea participants were presented with was that of a ‘champion’ concept, where a person (or several 
people) was appointed for each unit building who could be asked about recycling matters. This person would be 
willing to offer advice and information to those within the unit block in terms of the ‘do’s’ and ‘don’ts’ of recycling.
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This concept also received a mixed reaction. Some saw immediate merit in the scheme, recognising that a similar 
(though informal) system was already in operation where they lived, where one (or several) individuals would 
encourage others to behave appropriately. Some others who did not have this option where they lived were still 
open to receiving information, and they thought this would be a good way of disseminating it.

However, as the quantitative survey revealed, there is a segment of people who do not like the idea of interacting 
with their neighbours and they automatically dismissed this notion. The thought was also raised that being one 
of the appointed ‘champions’ would be a somewhat thankless task, and many participants wondered who would 
actually take on such a role. 

In the quantitative survey, respondents were presented with a series of hypothetical approaches that could be used to 
increase the amount of material people recycle and asked to say whether they supported or opposed each approach.

Looking first at an overall picture of support for the approaches:

Support for each of the hypothetical approaches was relatively high. This was particularly the case for the 
following three approaches, which had support from around three-quarters of all respondents:

‘making recycling a requirement of lease agreements’ (73%) 

‘making recycling compulsory or mandatory’ (73%)

‘numbering recycling bins with small groups of unit numbers so that residents of those units are responsible for 
the recycling within that bin’ (72%).

Support was slightly lower for the ‘champion’ concept, in which a resident within each building or development 
would be encouraged to be a main contact to give information and answer questions from residents regarding 
recycling. Just under seven in ten (68%) supported this, with approximately two in five (44%), supporting it 
‘strongly’. 

Support was lowest overall for ‘charging buildings for their garbage if they don’t maintain a good recycling 
program’ – approximately three in five (62%) agreed with this, with two in five (40%) agreeing strongly.
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Looking now at some of the key differences in attitudes by property ownership and other subgroups variables: 

Almost three-quarters (73%) of respondents supported ‘making recycling a requirement of lease agreements’. 
However, support was lowest among Department of Housing respondents (66%).

Overall, a quarter (25%) opposed this approach, and this opposition increased to three in ten Department of 
Housing respondents (30%). Respondents in large MUDs (more than 50 units) were also more likely to oppose 
this approach (40%) as were those currently doing only some or no recycling (56%).
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Overall, almost three-quarters of respondents (73%) supported ‘making recycling compulsory/mandatory’. 
Support was slightly higher among Department of Housing respondents, with just under eight in ten (79%) 
indicating they supported this approach.

A quarter of respondents opposed this measure, with opposition higher among the following groups:

respondents currently doing only some or no recycling (53%)

those residing outside Sydney (35%)

respondents with a lower concern for the environment (34%)

those in MUDs with more than 51 units (34%)

respondents who were not sure how to recycle properly (32%).
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Overall, just under three-quarters of respondents (72%) supported ‘numbering recycling bins with small groups of 
unit numbers so that residents of those units are responsible for the recycling within that bin’. 

There were some interesting subgroup differences, with support highest among Department of Housing 
respondents – four in five (80%) supported this method, with three in five (62%) supporting it ‘strongly’.

Support dropped to three-quarters of renters (74%); owners were significantly less likely than renters to 
support this approach (64%).

Overall, a quarter of respondents (25%) opposed this idea, with opposition stronger in Sydney (27%) than 
elsewhere (15%).

Other groups more likely to oppose this approach were:

professionals (32%)

non-CALD respondents (29%)

those without children (27%).
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Overall, just under seven in ten respondents (68%) supported the ‘champion’ concept, whereby a resident in 
each building or development is encouraged to be a main contact who provides information and answers 
questions from residents regarding recycling and what it can and can’t do. 

Support for this was slightly higher among Department of Housing respondents (73%), with half (50%) 
agreeing ‘strongly’.

Support was particularly high among CALD respondents (79%) and females (74%).
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Support for ‘charging buildings for their garbage if they don’t maintain a good recycling program’ was lowest 
of all the approaches, although six in ten respondents (62%) did support it. Support was lowest among 
Department of Housing respondents (51%). 

Overall, a third of respondents (32%) opposed this approach. And while the same proportion of Department of 
Housing respondents and owners opposed the approach (34%), the Department of Housing respondents were 
more likely to be ‘strongly’ opposed (26%, compared to 21% of owners). Renters were least likely to be ‘strongly’ 
opposed (14%).

Opposition against this approach was stronger among respondents claiming to do very little to help care for 
the environment (54%) and those doing the lowest level of recycling (45%).
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Respondents who indicated not all residents within their building recycled correctly were asked to suggest what they 
thought could be done to make it easier for people to recycle, and to encourage them to recycle more.

The responses to this question suggested a need for education, information and discussion regarding recycling 
in order to inform people of the benefits and remind them to do it:

education (or better education) about the benefits of recycling

information on what is recyclable

lots of reminders or letter box drops

TV or radio advertising

lists or reminders on notice boards

speak to people about it and encourage them

advertise the need to recycle in different languages

advertise in local papers.

In addition to the profile-raising activity above, there was also a call for practical improvements:

improved signage on bins

provide more or bigger bins and collections. 
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Education/better education about the benefits of recycling 24

Put big signs in bin area/on the bin to say what goes in 14
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Send out info on what goes where/what is recyclable 7

Penalties/fines for those who don’ t recycle/make it mandatory 7

Lots of reminders/letter box drops 6

TV/radio advertising 6

Provide the means to do it/we need recycling bins/collections 3

Lists/reminders on notice boards 3

Speak to people about it/encourage them 3

Inspection/corrections if people do it wrong 2

Advertise the need to recycle in other languages 2

Advertise in local papers 1

Reward for recycling/rebates, prizes etc 1

Better organised procedures/make it easier 1

Having one person in each building take responsibility for check ing/telling people 1

Get the Dept of Housing to come out and talk to them 1

Other 5

Nothing 5

Don’t know 19

Base: Respondents who did not feel that they knew enough (N=230)

Reactions to Hypothetical Ideas
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The CALD in-depth interviews revealed that, for most aspects of enquiry, the responses were very similar to those 
revealed by the main research component. 

They showed that for most, recycling was not a prominent issue in their lives, but when prompted, most 
recognised its importance.

It has to be considered, though, that some of the research participants were relatively recent arrivals to Australia. 
Many came from areas where recycling was not necessarily a priority of any kind. So these people had only 
recently attempted to adopt new behaviours to comply with the practices here. They reported they were not 
necessarily familiar or at ease with what they were doing. In fact, descriptors used included:

‘different’

‘difficult’

‘stressful’

‘confusing’.

Vietnamese and Arabic participants were the most likely to fall into this category. The Vietnamese said recycling 
practices were very limited where they came from. They tended to view recycling as an individual issue, and did 
not like the idea of others involving themselves in their personal business. Consequently, they were not accepting 
of the ‘champion’ concept, or any idea that required this level of involvement.

Arabic participants also indicated recycling was not a priority in the countries they came from. In fact, one (who 
had grown up in Iraq,) straightforwardly said there are so many other issues for people to deal with over there that 
recycling was not seen to be of any importance at all.

Korean and Chinese participants indicated recycling practices here were not necessarily foreign to them. In fact, 
the Koreans even  suggested practices here were somewhat relaxed compared to what they were used to; as such, 
they had little problem adapting to what was required of them in Australia.

Interestingly, the Chinese participants (Mandarin and Cantonese speaking), indicated they complied with 
Australian recycling procedures, but apparently this was less from their desire to ‘do the right thing’ for the 
environment and more from a desire to be ‘house-proud’ and maintain a clean apartment. So their recycling 
practices seemed to fit in with their overall desire for an ordered household.

Each of these participants seemed to have relied on word of mouth as a main information source for their 
recycling practices. This may have come from a family member or friend who lived in the area, and typically 
involved a quick run-though of what to do.

Not surprisingly, such a cursory overview proved insufficient for many. They were left with questions when 
attempting to put what they had been told into practice. This left some wondering if they were doing the right 
thing. One participant worried someone would see they had not recycled correctly, and that they would be 
penalised.

Some mentioned posters and stickers as extra sources of information; again these did not seem to answer the 
sorts of questions they had.

All of the CALD participants were fairly open to receiving additional information about what they should and 
shouldn’t be doing. There were repeated calls for one-on-one delivery of this information so they could interact 
and ask questions (in addition to calls for TV and matched language printed advertising).

Key Differences from the CALD Participants
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This project was essentially exploratory in nature, and attempted to uncover some of the keys to enhance 
recycling procedures among MUD residents. While a range of different hints emerged from the research, major 
areas for potential can be seen:

1. Recycling Facilities
 As already indicated, this project was not intended to explore this aspect in any real detail. Yet exploration into 

other areas kept returning to this fundamental issue.

 While a segment of MUD residents is already committed to recycling and will make every effort to do the right 
thing, for those without any form of emotional connection with the issue there is a clear need to make it as 
easy as possible for them to ‘do the right thing’. People who are less committed will make some effort (and may 
maintain a routine of basic recycling practices) but they are unlikely to go out of their way to do so.

 Enhancing facilities is one way to make it easier for these people to recycle ‘correctly’.

In terms of facilities, then, several different aspects can be targeted:

   Collection facilities within units

This aspect of the recycling process appears to have gone somewhat unnoticed, yet research participants 
were quite open about difficulties in storing recyclable materials within their units prior to placing them in 
the recycling bins. 

To ‘make it easy’ for residents with such difficulties, providing divided tidy bins for use in a kitchen or laundry 
should be considered.

   Building recycling systems

Research participants revealed a diverse range of recycling systems in use, and clearly some required a lot 
more effort from the residents than others.

Apparently newer buildings generally take this into account. However, there is a definite need to make 
recycling systems easy to use (and as accessible as possible) to help overcome any ‘effort’ barriers presented 
by the current systems. 

   	The availability of recycling bins

Another aspect emerging from the qualitative research phase was the enormous variation in the capacity 
of recycling bins available to each unit within a building complex. Some participants were sharing the 
equivalent of one ‘wheelie’ bin for every two or three units. Others reported they had more like one bin for 
every four or five units.

Also, it seems that when recycling bins were full, residents simply placed recyclable materials in the general 
rubbish bins. As this had become routine for many, its repeated occurrence has lessened any potential sense 
of ‘guilt’ in doing the wrong thing, and thereby made it more acceptable to throw things out, rather than 
recycle them.

As there doesn’t seem to be a specific requirement to provide bins, potentially there is a need for a detailed 
audit to recommend or update the minimum requirements for recycling bins in unit blocks.

2.  The Prominence of Recycling as an Issue
Recycling has become somewhat of a routine activity for many.  While it used to be an important issue, this 
study indicated it is not necessarily perceived that way at present. 

Other environmental issues – such as water conservation and the larger issue of climate change – seem to have 
gained prominence in recent times. While these issues have continual reinforcements through the media and 
other means, recycling is not something people tend to think about in the same way.

■

■

■

Summary and Conclusions
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At a rational, considered level, most people indicated recycling was important. But there was a lack of urgency 
surrounding the issue and no strong need or desire for many to act in the present.

Therefore, recycling needs to be re-energised as an issue to raise its importance. Rather than being a routine 
activity not thought about on a personal level, people need a more emotional connection to it to encourage 
greater compliance. This will help activate those who found recycling had become an ‘inconvenience’. Should 
such an emotional attachment be achieved, some will certainly make the extra effort to recycle correctly.

Other than promoting recycling, there is potential to raise its importance through other means, such as 
including a requirement to recycle within lease agreements. 

3. The Need for Information
Both qualitative and quantitative results reveal a need for further education of MUD residents regarding:

   What can and can’t be recycled

There were clear misconceptions not being addressed by most current communication methods.

   Why there is a need to recycle

This isn’t something many people think about. While they know that recycling is the right thing to do, they 
don’t necessarily know why, or what the implications of non-compliance might be.

Possibly some councils are already attempting to address these aspects. However, this study suggests 
recycling has become routine for many. Consequently, a large segment of the population has adopted 
certain recycling practices (which may be incomplete or incorrect), and they may not necessarily believe 
they need more information.

This study also found (within the discussion process) that, by identifying the gaps in knowledge and 
discussing some common misconceptions, this tended to make people more open to accepting further 
information.

Raising the issue’s overall prominence will also assist in this respect. So, while a general promotional campaign 
would be beneficial, there is also potential to provide this type of information through other channels:

   Stickers on bins (though these already seem to be the ‘norm’ in most areas).

   Posters in bin areas or on communal notice boards (the closer to the point of disposal, the better).

The research findings also suggest that, in some cases, there is further potential for councils to take the lead as 
educators and set an example by making recycling facilities widely available in public areas (so that it’s not just 
something to consider in the home environment).

 

■

■

■

■

Summary and Conclusions
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Questionnaire

Recycling in MUDs Job No.: 7347-B

Ref :  2007/DECC/Recycling Questionnaire

Start Time:                  Interviewer’s Name: 

Good morning/afternoon/evening. My name is          from Woolcott Research. Today we are conducting a short 
study about your local area and would like to include your views. For this study I need to speak with someone in 
your household who is aged 18 or more? ARRANGE CALL BACK IF NEEDED – CHECK QUOTAS. 

Please be assured that the information and opinions you provide will be used for research purposes only. All 
information collected will be aggregated, so that your responses are anonymous. 

Si. Can I firstly just ask which local council area you live in. DO NOT READ OUT

Ashfield (A) 1 Mosman (A) 24
Auburn (A) 2 Newcastle (C) 25
Ballina (A) 3 North Sydney (A) 26
Botany Bay (C) 4 Parramatta (C) 27
Burwood (A) 5 Pittwater (A) 28
Byron (A) 6 Port Macquarie–hastings 29
Canterbury (C) 7 Port Stephens (A) 30
City of Canada Bay 8 Queanbeyan (C) 31
City of Sydney (C) 9 Randwick (C) 32
Coffs Harbour (C) 10 Rockdale (C) 33
Fairfield (C) 11 Ryde (C) 34
Gosford (C) 12 Snowy River (A) 35
Great Lakes (A) 13 Strathfield (A) 36
Holroyd (C) 14 Sutherland Shire (A) 37
Hornsby (A) 15 Tweed (A) 38
Hunter’s Hill (A) 16 Warringah (A) 39
Hurstville (C) 17 Waverley (A) 40
Kogarah (A) 18 Willoughby (C) 41
Lane Cove (A) 19 Wollongong (C) 42
Leichhardt (A) 20 Woollahra (A) 43
Liverpool (C) 21 Other TERMINATE
Manly (A) 22 Don’t Know 80
Marrickville (A) 23

Sii. RECORD POSTCODE:  ___ ___ ___ ___

IF CODE 80 AT Si, ONLY PROCEED IF POSTCODE MATCHES SPECIFIED LISTING

Siii. RECORD GENDER Check Quotas

Siv. And can I ask what type of property do you live in? Would it be a … READ OUT.

Separate house   1 THANK & TERMINATE 
Semi-detached house  2 THANK & TERMINATE 
Row/terrace house  3 THANK & TERMINATE 
Townhouse or villa  4 THANK & TERMINATE
Flat, unit or apartment  5 CONTINUE
Other    6 THANK & TERMINATE
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Sv. And could you tell me if this residence is rented or owned by you? CHECK QUOTAS

Owned  1  Other (specify): _______________ 3

Rented  2 Don’t know/refused (do not offer) 4

Svi. IF CODE 2 OR 3 AT Sv, ASK: Would that be a privately owned or government owned property? 

Privately owned  1  Government owned  2  CHECK QUOTAS

Svii. And roughly how many different properties/units would there be in the building/complex that you live in?

1 or 2  1   TERMINATE   21 to 50  4 

3 to 10  2     51 to 100 5 

11 to 20  3     101 or more 6

Q1a. Thinking about the local area in which you live, please indicate which of the following best describes the 
way you view the area. READ OUT

 It’s always clean and well maintained  1

 It’s fairly clean and reasonably well maintained 2

 It’s not always clean or well maintained  3

 It’s hardly ever clean or well maintained  4 

Q1b. And what about the building/development you live in? Which of the following best describes the way 
you view your building? READ OUT

 It’s always clean and well maintained  1

 It’s fairly clean and reasonably well maintained 2

 It’s not always clean or well maintained  3

 It’s hardly ever clean or well maintained  4 

Q2a. Now, I would like you to think about the level of interaction that you may have with different types of 
people to do with your building. For each of the following that I read out, please indicate if you have 
frequent or infrequent contact. So firstly … READ OUT. ROTATE ORDER.

IF FREQUENT: Would that be ‘very’ frequent, or ‘quite’ frequent’

IF INFREQUENT: Would that be ‘quite’ infrequent, ‘very’ infrequent, or do you have no contact at all? 

NOTE: DEPARTMENT OF HOUSING RESPONDENTS DO NOT GET ‘A’, AND ALL OTHERS DO NOT GET ‘C’.

No contact
at all

Very in-
frequent

Quite in-
frequent

Neither/
Nor

Quite 
frequent

Very 
frequent

N/A

A. The building (strata) 
management

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

B. Neighbours in your 
building

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

C. Your Department of 
Housing representative

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Q2b. IF CODES 1 TO 4 FOR Q2a (B), ASK: Do you think that you would like to have more contact with the 
neighbours in your building, and get to know them better?

 Yes    1

 No    2

 Don’t know (DO NOT OFFER) 3
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Q3.   Now, I am going to read out a few household items, and for each I would like you to tell me how you 
would get rid of that item if you had it in your unit and you needed to dispose of it. Please tell me what 
you would actually do, not what you think you should do, and remember that your responses are kept 
totally confidential. So firstly, how would you normally get rid of a … READ OUT ITEM. ROTATE.

ITEM DISPOSAL METHOD (DO NOT READ OUT)

Battery (for toys) Put it in the general rubbish bin 1

Pizza box Put it in the general recycling bin 2

Milk carton Put it in the ‘paper’ recycling bin 3

Empty soft drink can Put it in a ‘glass/aluminium/plastic PET’ bin 4

Broken drinking glass Put it in ‘green waste’ recycling bin 5

Aerosol can Contact the manufacturer to find out 6

Contact your council to find out 7

Contact your council to get them to remove it 8

Ask a friend/family member what to do with it 9

Other (specify) 10

Don’t know 11

Q4.   I am now going to read out a number of statements that other people have made about recycling, and 
for each one I read out, please tell me whether you personally agree or disagree with that statement, and 
whether that’s by a lot or just a little.

The first one is: … READ OUT AND ROTATE STATEMENT

Do you agree or disagree? And is this by a lot or a little? 

The next one is … 

Disagree 
a lot

Disagree 
a little

Not sure Agree  
a little

Agree  
a lot

N/A

Recycling is just routine for me 1 2 3 4 5 6

When I think about recycling, I think about the 
positive impact it has on our environment

1 2 3 4 5 6

My life is too busy to recycle everything I could 1 2 3 4 5 6

I feel like I can make a difference by recycling 1 2 3 4 5 6

I would like to recycle more but others in my 
household don’t support recycling as much

1 2 3 4 5 6

An individual can’t really make a difference to 
recycling within a unit block

1 2 3 4 5 6

Nobody in the building cares if I recycle or not 1 2 3 4 5 6
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Q5a. Now, I am going to read out the same list of household items that I read out previously, but this time I 
would like you to tell me how you think you really should dispose of each item. So firstly, how should you 
get rid of a … READ OUT ITEM. ROTATE ORDER.

ITEM DISPOSAL METHOD (DO NOT READ OUT)

Battery (for toys) Put it in the general rubbish bin 1

Pizza box Put it in the general recycling bin 2

Milk carton Put it in the ‘paper’ recycling bin 3

Empty soft drink can Put it in a ‘glass/aluminium/plastic PET’ bin 4

Broken drinking glass Put it in ‘green waste’ recycling bin 5

Aerosol can Contact the manufacturer to find out 6

Contact your council to find out 7

Contact your council to get them to remove it 8

Ask a friend/family member what to do with it 9

Other (specify) 10

Don’t know 11

Q5b. ONLY FOR ITEMS WITH A CODE 1 TO 10 AT Q5a: For each of those household items I would like to know how 
sure you were about how it should be disposed of. So for a … READ OUT. Are you sure, or unsure that you 
should (INSERT Q5a RESPONSE)?

IF SURE: Would you be ‘extremely’ sure, or ‘quite’ sure?

IF UNSURE: Would you be ‘quite’ unsure, or ‘extremely’ unsure?

Extremely  
unsure

Quite 
unsure

Quite 
sure

Extremely 
sure

Don’t Know
(DO NOT OFFER)

Battery (for toys) 1 2 3 4 5

Pizza box 1 2 3 4 5

Milk carton 1 2 3 4 5

Empty soft drink can 1 2 3 4 5

Broken drinking glass 1 2 3 4 5

Aerosol can 1 2 3 4 5

Q6.  A lot of people say that they can’t always recycle things. Which of the following best describes the extent 
to which your household would recycle?

We recycle everything we can   1  

We try hard, and recycle most things  2  

We manage to recycle quite a bit   3

We only recycle some of the time   4

We generally don’t recycle    5

Don’t Know (DO NOT OFFER)   6
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Q7.  People have different reasons for what they voluntarily choose to do in terms of recycling. From the list 
that I read out, please indicate if you feel the reason is ‘very important’, ‘somewhat important’ or ‘not 
important’ in your own decision about the amount of recycling you do.

Not 
important

Somewhat 
important

Very 
important

Don’t Know
(DO NOT 
OFFER)

You feel as though you have to recycle 1 2 3 4

You feel you have a personal responsibility to recycle 
because it’s the right thing for the environment 

1 2 3 4

You feel that if most other people are doing it, you 
should be doing it too

1 2 3 4

Q8a. Do you feel that you know enough to be able to recycle correctly?

Yes   1  GO TO Q9

No   2  CONTINUE

Don’t know  3  CONTINUE

Q8b. What else would you like to know to help you with this? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Q9.  There are a number of ways of attempting to increase the amount of material that people recycle.  
For each of the hypothetical ideas that I read out, please indicate whether you support or oppose this 
approach.

   IF SUPPORT: Is that ‘slightly’ or ‘strongly’ support?

    IF OPPOSE: Is that ‘slightly’ or ‘strongly’ oppose?

Strongly 
oppose

Slightly 
oppose

Slightly 
support

Strongly 
support

Don’t Know
(DO NOT 
OFFER)

Making recycling compulsory/mandatory 1 2 3 4 5

Charge buildings for their garbage if they don’t 
maintain a good recycling program

1 2 3 4 5

Making recycling a requirement of lease agreements 1 2 3 4 5

Numbering recycling bins with small groups of 
unit numbers so that residents of those units are 
responsible for the recycling within that bin

1 2 3 4 5

Encouraging a resident within each building/
development to be a main contact for giving 
informing and answering questions of residents in 
terms of what recycling they can and can’t do 

1 2 3 4 5
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Q10a. And roughly speaking, which of the following best describes the proportion of residents within your 
building that you think would recycle correctly?

Everyone (100% of residents)  1   

The large majority (80–99%)  2  

Most people (60–80%)   3

Some people (40–60%)   4

Few people (20–40%)   5

Hardly anyone (1–20%)   6

Nobody (0%)    7

Don’t Know (DO NOT OFFER)  8

Q10b. IF CODES 2 TO 7 AT Q10a:  What do you think could be done to improve this, and encourage people to 
recycle more? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Q11. Now, in terms of the general rubbish service that you have, which of the following best describes the 
facilities within your building? ONLY ACCEPT RESPONSE IF EXACT MATCH, ELSE USE ‘OTHER’ CODE.

A rubbish chute on your level    1

A bin room on your level     2

A bin room/area within the building (on a different level) 3

An open bin room/area outside the building   4

A locked bin room outside the building   5

Something else (please describe) __________________________ 6

Q12. Is there a recycling system in your building?

Yes    1 CONTINUE

No    2  GO TO Q15

Don’t Know (DO NOT OFFER) 3 GO TO Q15

Q13. What sort of recycling bins do you have? MULTIPLE RESPONSE

One recycling bin to put everything in   1

A bin for paper/cardboard     2

A bin for ‘green’ or organic waste    3

A bin for plastic PET bottles    4

A bin for glass      5

A bin for aluminium/steel     6

Something else (please describe) __________________________ 7

Don’t Know (DO NOT OFFER)     8
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Q14a.  And how effective do you think your building recycling system is?

Very effective     1

Quite effective     2 

Neither effective nor ineffective   3

Quite ineffective     4

Very ineffective      5

Don’t Know (DO NOT OFFER)   6

Q14b. Why is it that you think your building recycling system is……  INSERT FROM Q14a? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Q15. Now, thinking about environmental issues in general, I would like you to indicate how important you feel 
that each of the following is to you personally by giving a rating from 1 to 10, where a ‘1’ would mean 
that it isn’t important at all, and a ‘10’ would mean that it’s extremely important. So how important would 
you say … READ OUT. ROTATE … is to you?

N/A

Air quality control 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

Reducing water 
consumption

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

Reducing electricity 
consumption

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

Recycling 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

CLASSIFICATION
I just need to know a few additional details to help with our analysis.

Qi. How long have you lived in the building/development you are now living in?

Under a year  1   7 to 10 years  4

1 to 3 years  2    Over 10 years  5

4 to 6 years  3   Don’t know  6

Qii. IF CODE 1 AT Qi, ASK: And approximately how long were you living at your previous place of residence? 

Under a year  1   7 to 10 years  4

1 to 3 years  2    Over 10 years  5

4 to 6 years  3   Don’t know  6

Qiii. Do you have a caretaker for your building/development?

Yes   1

No   2

Don’t know  3
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Qiv. Is there a language other than English spoken at home?

No, only English     1  

Yes, other (specify) ______________________________ 2  

Qv. How many people (including yourself) live in your household? ________

Qvi. IF MORE THAN 1 AT Qv, ASK: How many of them are children under the age of 18? _______

Qvii. IF MORE THAN 1 AT Qv, ASK: And who within the household would be responsible for the household’s 
recycling? READ OUT. MULTIPLE SELECTION POSSIBLE.

Yourself      1

An adult male     2

An adult female     3

A male child (under 18yrs)    4

A female child (under 18yrs)   5 

Qviii. What is your usual occupation?

Occupation:________________________________        Position: ________________________________

Qix. Which of the following broad age groups you fall into. READ OUT AND RECORD BELOW  

18 – 24  1

25 – 34  2

35 – 44  3

45 – 54  4

55 – 64  5

65 – 75  6

Over 75  7

Qx. Which of the following best describes your household income before tax? READ OUT

Less than $25,000   1

$25,000 to $49,000  2

$50,000 to $74,000  3

$75,000 to $99,000  4

$100,000 +   5

Refused (DO NOT READ)  6

Qxi. Which of these statements best describes the extent to which you care for the environment? 

I am really passionate about environmental issues and try to do everything I can to help care for the environment 1

I am very interested in environmental issues and try to do quite a bit to help care for the environment 2

I am quite interested in environmental issues and try to do a few things to help care for the environment 3

I am interested in environmental issues but I don’t know what I can do to help care for the environment 4

I am not really interested in environmental issues and I don’t really do much to help care for the environment 5

Thank you very much for your time.
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Group Discussion Guide
Note: If possible, take a few minutes to look around the building and examine the waste disposal and recycling 
system. Note down if there is any evidence of recycling, if it appears convenient for the residents and also if there 
are any signs or notice boards regarding recycling. If not possible beforehand, ask for access after the discussion. 

Introduction
Warm up, general chat. Explain that we are interested in issues surrounding living in a MUD, ensure participants 
there are no right or wrong answers and that we are interested in open and honest views – all opinions are useful.

Issues Regarding MUDs
How long have you been living here? How long have you been living in units? How long are you planning to 
stay in your current residence?

How long does it take you to ‘settle-in’ to a dwelling like this? 

What is the lifestyle like in regards to ‘unit living’ on a day-to-day basis? Like/Dislikes. Why?

How is living in a unit block like this socially? Do you spend much time interacting with other neighbours? Is 
there much socialising between residents? Do you feel part of the local ‘community’? 

Would you refer to your unit as ‘home’ or is it just a place to live at the moment? What makes you think of it that 
way? 

Are there any rules or regulations in regards to living in a unit block like this on a day-to-day basis? What about 
in an overall sense? Do you find any of these difficult? How do you think other residents find it? How do you 
feel when ‘others’ do the wrong thing?

What are the responsibilities involved in living in a unit block such as this one? Is there any personal 
accountability towards your unit other than rent? (if appropriate).

Do you take responsibility for any maintenance (e.g., gardening, painting?) around your unit block?

How are things communicated around the building? How do you find out about the sort of things you should 
be doing? (Probe for: newsletters, posters etc. – are they read/useful?) 

Who do you talk to if you have any problems with your unit block? Is this effective? 

What are the roles of building managers? What about councils? Neighbours etc.?

Do you attend building meetings? Are they important?

General Rubbish and Recycling Procedures
How is rubbish handled in this unit block? What is the process? What does each household do with their 
rubbish? (INSPECT INTERNAL FACILITIES)

IF DON’T KNOW/NOT SURE: Why is it that you don’t feel that you know what to do?

Are there any issues/problems? Is the issue of rubbish important at all (to ‘you’ and ‘others’)? 

How is it different to living in a free-standing house?

Does any of your rubbish need to be sorted, or does it all go in together? Why is that? What is sorted?

Why do you think this occurs? Does sorting your rubbish matter/make a difference?

How effective do you think recycling systems currently are? Do you believe they are successful/efficient? How 
are they effective/ineffective?
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What do you think happens to materials put out for recycling?

Do most people living in the building do much recycling? Why?/Why not?

Insight Test

‘Mark and Janet live in a high-rise apartment, and they tend not to sort their rubbish into different sections or 
different bins.’ 

Why do you think this is? What sort of people are they? Do they care about what they’re doing? What might be 
stopping them from recycling? Are they aware of what to do?

Are there limitations to what materials can be recycled? Are you aware of them?

Do you think everyone knows what materials can and can’t be recycled? How do they know?/Why don’t they know?

Is it easy or difficult to understand? Do you believe this is the same across all councils in your area?

Visual Response Task 

Show photos of various pieces of rubbish and ask for each: 

Which goods are recyclable? How would you dispose of each good? How easy would it be to recycle, and what 
would be gained by doing so in a local and national sense?

How do you personally feel about the concept of recycling? Do you think it is worthwhile at all? Or just another 
rule to comply with?

Is recycling important to you? Is it important to others? Should it be valued at all? Why?/Why not?

What do you think happens to your recycling? Does it actually make a difference on a larger scale? How? How 
does it affect the community/state/country?

How do you feel about it compared to other environmental issues (where does it fit in the scale of 
environmental issues)? Do you save water, electricity etc? To what extent?

Projection Task 

Show card with each statement, and determine if it is seen as relevant (to them and ‘others’). Why/why not?: 

‘It’s too hard to recycle properly in this building.’

 ‘There’s no point in me doing my bit unless everyone else is doing it too.’

‘The council doesn’t do anything with it anyway.’

‘I don’t like doing what the building management tells me to do.’

Issues Regarding Recycling in MUDs
Who is responsible for managing recycling within your unit? How does the decision-making process about 
recycling work? Who is involved, who makes the final decision? 

Do you recycle much? What sort of things?

Do you think you can be doing more? What is stopping you from doing more? What do you get out of doing 
what you do do? (IF DON’T DO ANYTHING – Does that bother you?)

What do other people in the building do?

In your opinion, are there any particular types of people in this building (e.g., renters, young people etc.) that 
have different views to everyone else? Why is that?

Is recycling anyone’s responsibility in particular? Should it be someone’s responsibility? Why? Why not? Who 
should be responsible?

How do they feel when they see ‘others’ not recycling or not recycling ‘correctly’?
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Effort Scenarios

I’m going to read out three different scenarios involving recycling in a unit block, and I would like you to picture 
the scene that is described, say what you think of each one, and tell me what you would realistically do yourself in 
that situation. 

1.  A four-storey unit block with no lift. You live on the top floor, and have to walk downstairs and outside the 
main building to a separate locked garbage room (which you have a key to) at the back of the complex. 
There are separate bins (each with its own lid) for general rubbish, glass, paper, green waste and plastic 
PET bottles. Do you think that you (then ‘others’) would go to that extent? How would you manage the 
recyclable materials within your unit?

2.  A six-storey block of 40 units with a lift. The bin room (which requires a general ‘common area’ access key) 
is in the basement and there are two bins for people to use – one where you are meant to put all of your 
general rubbish, and one where you put all recyclable materials (together).

 Do you think that you (then ‘others’) would do that? How would you manage the recyclable materials 
within your unit?

3. A relatively new high-rise unit block. There are two garbage chutes on each level – one for general rubbish, 
and one where you put all recyclable materials (together). The building caretaker oversees the system. 

 Do you think that you (then ‘others’) would do that? How would you manage the recyclable materials 
within your unit?

Perceived Barriers 

How convenient is recycling in your living situation? Have you ever been in a situation where recycling was 
convenient for you? How did it work? Was this successful? Did you use it? Why?/Why not?

What aspects of a recycling program are/would be convenient/realistic?

Bin capacity

Bin location

Collection times

Apartment space etc.

What role does management play in terms of recycling? How do you feel about this? Has this been adequate? 
What role should management be playing? What could they be doing better? How big a priority should 
recycling be?

Do you feel you can easily contact your building manager/council etc.?

Have you had any experiences with the council? What do you think their role should be? What has it been? 

Are there any safety issues in regards to recycling? 

Is this the same for everyone? Why?/Why not?

Are their any incentives for you to actively engage in recycling at this unit? Would this encourage you to recycle 
more often/effectively?

What about in other living situations?

Reactions to Ideas
The following are some ideas towards treating rubbish and we would like to know your opinions. 

Incentives – Rewarding buildings with high recycling rates within a certain area

How would you feel about this? How would other people feel about this? Would this work? What could be 
sufficient rewards? 

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

■

Appendix



65

An Exploration of Recycling In Multi-Unit Dwellings

Department of Environment and Climate Change NSW

Making recycling requirements as part of the lease.

How would you feel about that? Why? What do you think should be required? Should there be a fine?

Numbering recycling sections with flat numbers (certain flats would be responsible for certain bins, with flat 
numbers displayed)

How would you feel about this? How would other people feel about this? Do you think it would be effective?

Other suggestions

What other ideas do you have to encourage people in units to recycle more?

Issues Regarding The Environment
What words come to mind when I say the word ‘environment’? Are you personally concerned with 
environmental issues? Why? Why not? Is the environment important to you in an everyday sense? Are you 
reminded of the environment in everyday life? When/where?

Do you think most people in your unit block are concerned with the environment? Why? Why Not?

Are you ever prompted to act on environmental issues? Do you think people are prompted to do something 
towards the environment in their everyday lives? When? Where?

How would you classify yourself according to the following scales? Why?

Environmental interest

I am really passionate about environmental issues.

I am very interested in environmental issues.

I am quite interested in environmental issues. 

I am not really interested in environmental issues.

People make too much fuss over the environment today.  

Environmental knowledge

I know a lot about the environment and what to do to look after it.

I know quite a bit about the environment and what to do to look after it.

I know a bit about the environment and what to do to look after it.

I don’t know much about the environment and what to do to look after it.

Environmental practices

I try to do everything I can to help care for the environment.

I try to do quite a bit to help care for the environment.

I try to do a few things to help care for the environment.

I don’t really do much to help care for the environment.

Hypothetically, how do you think you would feel if there was rubbish lying around (e.g., council collection 
strike)? What about if there were restrictions placed on landfill and it became mandatory to recycle? How 
would you feel? Would you/‘others’ comply?   

Information
How would you go about finding out more information about recycling?

Is there any information that you would like to have?

How would you like to receive this information? (Brochures, local paper, council, internet, community centre, etc.)
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