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Chapter title

1. Introduction
1.1 Objectives and scope
Between 2000 and 2003, the New South Wales
Government undertook a $3.6 million Litter Education
Program. In 2000, to support the development of the
Program and the proposed advertising campaigns,
the then Rural Development Centre (now Institute
for Rural Futures) at the University of New England
was commissioned to undertake a literature review
on litter and littering. In 2007 the Institute updated
this literature review, covering the academic literature
on litter since 2000, and market research, campaign
evaluations, discussion and policy papers produced
by the NSW Government since 20001.
While this literature review aims primarily to provide
a succinct summary of litter research in NSW and
overseas, it also attempts to place the current
understanding of ‘litter’ and ‘littering’ within a
broader socio-political context, an aspect that is
lacking from other reviews that have been undertaken
in NSW and elsewhere.
By 2000, work on littering commissioned by the
Beverage Industry Environment Council was available,
including a literature review (Williams, Curnow and
Streker 1997), early Littering Behaviour Studies, and
various other reports (e.g. Curnow, Streker and Williams
1997). This review builds on that body of work by
analysing its findings in the context of other integrative
reviews of the literature (e.g. Huffman, Grossnickle,
Cope and Huffman 1995) as well as several reports
that have evaluated the effectiveness of litter reduction
campaigns. In addition, the review draws upon
literature in economics, sociology, urban planning,
environmental psychology and environmental
education, as well as the behavioural and social
psychology approaches that have underpinned
much of the litter research in NSW and elsewhere.
In particular, this review is confined to litter and
littering as a societal phenomenon within public
spaces. It does not cover any of the literature on the
impact of litter on the natural environment or on
issues of public policy design to reduce littering.

1 The first Literature review was commissioned by the former
NSW Environment Protection Authority (EPA), the lead agency
for developing and implementing the Program. The review
was updated for the Department of Environment and Climate
Change (DECC).

Definition
For the purposes of this report, litter is defined
as any abandoned material that can be held
or carried in a person’s hand. Including such
things as drink cans and paper and plastic bags,
this operational definition includes organic
and inorganic material and uses relative size
as the distinguishing factor. It enables us to
ignore abandoned cars and washing machines
(although these are unsightly and potential
hazards) in our discussions. This definition is
generally consistent with the literature (e.g. the
discussion of definitions in Curnow, Streker and
Williams 1997).

The review is organised in six sections:
Chapter 1 provides an introduction to the report,
to litter and littering, and to the litter research;
Chapter 2 summarises current psychological
understandings of littering and litter disposal
behaviour while Chapter 3 examines litter from
a number of sociological perspectives;
Chapter 4 provides a brief analysis of the litter
problem from economic perspectives;
Chapter 5 discusses issues related to community
involvement and environmental education, followed
by the conclusions and recommendations of the
study in Chapter 6.

1.2 Overview of litter and littering
Litter remains a mainstream, frontline
environmental issue both in terms of genuine
environmental impact and in the opinion of the
Australian community.
(Keep Australia Beautiful National Association 1996)
Although many would agree with this statement,
each is likely to interpret it according to their outlook,
educational background, and experience. What
constitutes litter? Litter can range from apple cores
and cigarette butts to abandoned washing machines
or cars and litter can consist of organic or inorganic
1
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material – fresh or in various stages of decay. Who
owns litter – the purchaser of the packaged product
that created the litter, or the manufacturer of the
product? This second question has significant
political implications.
There appears, however, to be a consensus that litter
is ‘waste’ that seems ‘out of place’ – an aesthetic
response in part, but also one that is rich with social
meaning structured around such emblematic issues
as pollution, wildlife conservation, consumerism, and
in some cases, morality and social order.
Because litter is more than simply an offence against
aesthetics, any attempt to synthesise litter research
is quickly drawn beyond consideration of just human
behaviour. Figure 1 depicts the broader context
which has been considered, in varying degrees of
detail, in this report. This figure demonstrates the
complexity of factors impacting the incidence of
litter and thus environmental quality.

The lower part of Figure 1 suggests that the
incidence of litter is an outcome of the balance
between litter removal by public authorities and
littering behaviour by individuals. The act of littering
is often a sub-conscious act, but whether subconscious or considered, the litter object, the place of
littering and the behaviour itself all have meaning for
the individual. As will be seen in Sections 2 and 3, the
sociological approach to the study of litter disposal
behaviour places more emphasis on these meanings
than does the psychological approach.
The upper part of the figure maps some of the
influences on litter disposal behaviour. The blue boxes
are concerned with influences that have their origins
in public policy. Governments and policy makers
throughout the world have at their disposal a range of
strategies ranging from regulation, to various economic
instruments, to community education campaigns.
Most governments, including NSW, use a combination
of regulations and community education approaches
as part of an overall litter minimisation strategy.

Figure 1
Influences on the incidence of litter
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ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY
The range of actors in and influences on litter incidence span public policy (regulation, enforcement and education), the activities
of private industry (packaging and marketing) and community (work of NGOs), and other social factors and interactions including
personal attitudes to litter and individual consumption and disposal behaviours. Through many of these influences, litter acquires
meaning for individuals and the community that may in turn influence litter disposal behaviour.

2

Chapter title

The orange boxes in Figure 1 acknowledge the
important influence of the private sector as the
producer of most of the materials comprising litter,
while the buff-coloured boxes map some of the other
social dynamics involved in the littering arena.
In a dynamic modern society, changes in technology
and culture will always produce new materials,
new spaces and new meanings attached to those
materials and spaces. These changes inevitably
outpace changes in social norms and in litter policy,
so that concerns about litter will continue to emerge.
The need to respond to concerns about these microscale pollutants that are simply unpleasant (e.g. bits of
paper), harmful to the environment (e.g. plastic bags,
dog droppings), or dangerous (e.g. syringes, broken
glass) will remain an ongoing task for governments.
As campaigns such as Clean Up Australia (CUA) have
demonstrated, dealing with the problem of litter can
result in people from all walks of life coming together
to take care of the environment. However, the
energies that are built up from cleanup campaigns
seldom translate into dramatic or sustained behaviour
changes. Litter education remains an on-going effort
and each anti-littering campaign has to develop
innovative and creative approaches to ensure that it is
relevant to the circumstances of the day.

1.3 Overview of literature on litter
The following bibliographic databases and research
sources were searched for this review: Expanded
Academic ASAP International Edition (1980–2000),
PsycLIT (1980–2000), Social Sciences Index, EconLit,
Sociological Abstracts and Web searches using
Lycos, Excite and Google. For the 2007 update,
searches were conducted using the following
bibliographic databases: EconLit, ERIC (education
literature) ProQuest, PsychARTICLES and PsychINFO,
and Sociological Abstracts. Specific journals such
as Environment and Behavior and The Journal of
Environmental Education were reviewed, and web
searches carried out using Google.
It was apparent from the results of these searches
that the majority of litter research has been carried
out in the disciplines of behavioural and social
psychology. Less litter research is to be found in
environmental education journals.
Very little litter research that took a sociological,
economic or political perspective was located.
The different levels of interest in litter as a research
problem across the various disciplines within the
social sciences (Table 1) is probably not accidental.
A number of explanations can be advanced.

Table 1
WYSIWYG — What You See (as a problem) Is What You Get (as a solution).
Examples of different disciplinary perspectives on litter
Behaviourist
Psychology

Social Psychology

Constructivist
Sociology

Economics

Framing
of litter
‘problem’

Absence of
appropriate
stimuli to
cause binning
behaviour

Lack of
knowledge,
inappropriate
attitudes,
rejection of norms
cause littering

Particular materials
in particular places
means litter to some
in society, but not to
others

Litter is an ‘externality’ — an
unintended and unwanted
side-effect of producing
goods and services

Preferred
research
methods

Experimental,
quantitative
analysis

Experimental
and survey,
quantitative
analysis

In depth interviews,
focus groups,
participant
observation,
qualitative analysis

Data gathering, quantitative
estimation of costs (including
externality costs) and benefits

Examples of
proposed
solutions

Better bin
labeling and
siting

Provision of
information, siting
that takes account
of social dynamics
of public spaces

Link educational
messages to target
groups’ understanding
of materials, spaces
and the act of littering

Externality costs should be
reflected in the price paid for
goods – via legislation clearly
defining ownership, taxes, or
other economic instruments
3
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Firstly, it may be a reflection of a characteristic of
modern industrial economies to which Wynne
(1992:117-118) has drawn attention. If the materials
flow through the economy from natural resources
to manufactured products to waste is considered
in its entirety, uncertainty about the ultimate
environmental outcomes of policy interventions
is much greater at the upstream end than at
the downstream end of the materials flow. For
example, the environmental outcomes of regulation
of the choices about packaging technology made
by the packaging industry are less certain than
regulations aimed at stopping people from littering.
Consequently, research into the human behavioural
aspects of littering can be used by policy makers with
greater confidence than would be the case for any
research into, say, the politics of litter or corporate
strategy in the packaging industry.
Secondly, the relatively greater volume of litter
research within behavioural and social psychology
is in part a reflection of the interest of the packaging

4

industry in this type of research, and the contributions
the industry has made to funding this research. The
argument has been around for some time (e.g. Gilpin
1980; Hoy 1995) that industry has an interest in
portraying litter as a ‘people problem’ rather than a
‘packaging problem’, so as to protect itself from policy
intervention that it regards as unduly costly.
However, Robottom and Hart (1995) point out that
any environmental education research that frames
environmental issues as problems of individual
behaviour is likely to overlook the important
influences of collective entities such as interest groups,
industries, political parties, governments and so on. In
keeping with the aim of providing a literature review
that is both analytical and descriptive, this attempts to
include and consider these other causal influences. For
this reason, it draws upon some of the litter-relevant
literature in sociology, politics and environmental
education to provide greater analytical depth and
breadth to the review.

Chapter title

2.	Psychological Perspectives:
Litter and the individual
One of the exciting things about a behavioural approach to dealing with problem behaviours is that the behaviour
analyst can approach the problem knowing that he/she has at their disposal a body of knowledge concerned
with basic facts of behaviour. It is up to them to use this knowledge creatively so that people can be given positive
reasons for changing their behaviour.
(Keenan 1996)

2.1 The nature of the research
into littering behaviour

It seems that this litter comes from a variety of
sources. The main ones have been identified as:
uncovered loads; careless disposal and collection
of household and commercial wastes; lack of
responsibility by construction site authorities,
community event organisers and some retailers; and
intentional (or unintentional) on-the-spot littering
by individuals (Keep Australia Beautiful 1997). It is the
last mentioned source, littering by individuals, which
has attracted most of the research attention.

Each year Clean Up Australia reports on the ten most
common items of litter found around the nation (see
Clean Up Australia, 2005). Regularly appearing in the
‘top ten’ are metal and plastic drink containers, plastic
bags, straws, bottle and can tops, paper and glass
pieces and bottles and cigarette butts – with cigarette
butts being the single biggest item by number.

Figure 2
The influence of social and physical factors on the incidence of litter: psychological perspectives

Government
State and Local

NGOs: CUA, KAB,
conservation groups

Packaging Industry

Stakeholders

Social Factors

Litter Policy

LITTER POLITICS
Physical Environment
& Infrastructure

Regulation
and
Enforcement

Bin placement
Bin obtrusiveness
Warning signs
Tone/politeness of signs
Area in/out of public view

Demographics
Values, beliefs
Social norms. attitudes
Community involvement
Social engagement
Rewards

Socio-political
context

Marketing of
packaging Interventions/
tools to
influence
behaviour

Community
Education

Meaning of litter and littering to community and individuals

Litter Removal

Litter Disposal Behaviour

Consumption
of packaged
products

Understanding

Behaviour

Litter Incidence
Environment

QUALITY
In psychological perspectives on litter, theENVIRONMENTAL
physical environment and
individual characteristics are the pre-eminent influences
on litter disposal behaviour, in contrast to the sociological perspectives of the next chapter that highlight the meanings of litter
and littering.
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By observing individuals in public spaces, particularly
where food or beverages can be obtained nearby,
behavioural studies have sought to assess the impact
on littering behaviour of a range of anti-littering
measures. Included in the measures examined are:
the amount of litter already present in a place, the
wording and placement of signs, the convenience
of litter bins, the colour or degree of obtrusiveness
of bins, making available small litter bags, verbal
appeals not to litter and rewards for collecting litter.
For an excellent review of this literature up to 1995,
see Huffman, et al 1995.
Some of these studies have supplemented
behavioural observations with interviews or
questionnaires to find out if there was a difference
between people’s behaviour and their professed
attitude to litter and also to ask how they felt
about the specific measure or measures (known as
‘interventions’) taken to attempt to reduce the litter.
For examples of such studies, see Beverage Industry
Environment Council (BIEC) 1999, Horsley 1988, and
Heberlein 1971 cited in Curnow et al. 1997). Finally, a
few studies, termed social psychology studies, have
undertaken just the interviews or questionnaires
alone, in order to understand peoples’ attitudes to
littering (see for example, McGregor Marketing 1994a
and 1994b; Gould League of Victoria, 1994 and Leigh
1995 cited in Curnow, et al. 1997).
While the behavioural studies have produced some
interesting results (discussed later) the behavioural
approach has some drawbacks. Firstly, it may have
relatively limited application. For example, bin
placement or colour does not address highway litter
(highways being identified by the Keep Australia
Beautiful (2006a) research as being the most littered
areas). Also, in order to be manageable research
projects, such studies are usually able to observe
only small areas (e.g. train stations, football stadiums,
university canteens, parks) so that, as Huffman
et al. (1995:179) observe ‘the effectiveness of the
interventions when used by large-scale organisations
such as city, state or national government units
remains unproven.’
A further problem with the behavioural studies is that
their research design can be problematic, which may
affect the reliability of the results. Problems include
the need to control for external conditions such as
unscheduled cleaning of sites, one-off social events
occurring at sites and weather conditions such as high
wind and heavy rains, all of which affect litter counts.
For a review of the literature which places emphasis
6

on this aspect, see Curnow et al. 1997. One study by
the Beverage Industry Environment Council (BIEC
1999) appears to have taken care to avoid many of
the weaknesses of earlier studies (such as the lack of
longer term follow-up on interventions), but even so,
there are still many challenges to the research design.
A widely acknowledged problem with studies using
interviews is the likelihood that the person being
interviewed may give ‘socially correct’ rather than
honest appraisals of their behaviour and attitudes
(known as social desirability bias). This has been
demonstrated by Williams, et al. (1997), where an
observer in a public space communicated descriptions
of people seen littering to an interviewer at an exit to
the public space. Among the questions asked by the
interviewer was whether or not the interviewee had
littered in the previous 24 hours, to which 37 per cent
of those observed littering in the previous five minutes
answered in the negative. While this method detects
dishonest reporting in studies involving observation,
it does not provide a means of correcting for social
desirability bias in other types of studies of littering.
On the other hand, it has been reported that
‘non‑threatening’ group discussions can elicit frank
admissions about attitudes to littering (see McGregor
Marketing 1994a).
Notwithstanding the problems of the behavioural
studies, the important question is how have these
studies and the social psychology studies contributed
to our understanding of littering behaviour?

2.2 Research findings
The key questions to which we seek answers from the
research are: why do people litter; who litters; what
(exactly) have been the typical anti-litter strategies
researched; what do these studies say about how
particular features of a site affect the amount of
littering which will occur there; and finally what are the
implications of these studies for anti-litter campaigns?

2.2.1 Why do people litter?
Many hypotheses as to why people litter have been
advanced from theory (see for example, Curnow et
al., 1997:37) and apparently from commonsense (e.g.
laziness, lack of social pressure, and the other reasons
listed in KAB 1997:11-12). The social psychology litter
research generally confirms these suppositions.
Sibley and Liu (2003) distinguish between active
littering (such as dropping an item of litter while

Chapter title

walking along a path), and passive littering (such as
eating a meal at a park bench, and leaving the litter
behind when finished). The main causes of littering
offered in the literature include:

•

laziness (the bin is too far away, McGregor
Marketing 1994a:9, Curnow et al. :37),

•

a perception that litter is not an important
environmental concern (McGregor Marketing
1994a, 1994b), especially compared to ‘the
bigger’ environmental issues of the time (such as
logging native forests and the ozone layer in the
early 1990s – Lenehan Lynton Bloom Blaxland
1990:5,20),

•

for particular venues (such as football stadiums
and movie theatres) a feeling that someone else
is paid to clean up anyway (Curnow 1995, cited in
Curnow et al. 1997:33),

•

location context (tendency to litter in some
places, for example transport sites, but not
others) and cleanliness, lack of litter collection
‘BINfrastructure’ (Community Change 2003:8,
BIEC 2005:47–48); and

•

the type of item can influence disposal behaviour
– for example, people might litter cigarette butts
but not beverage containers (Community Change
2003:8, BIEC 2005:48).

2.2.2 Who litters?
Is youth a factor?
There is a widespread belief that it is young people
who litter the most but the behavioural studies on
this are contradictory. Curnow et al., (1997:27-28)
surveys eight such studies. Four of these reported
that younger people litter more, one concluded that
older people litter more, two stated that there were
no differences in littering behaviour between age
groups and the conclusion of the last study was that
young people are more likely to admit to littering.
This latter finding is supported by focus group
studies by McGregor Marketing (1994a, 1994b).
While differences in methodology (observed versus
self-reported behaviour) can affect the measured
relationship between age and littering behaviour,
there are additional complexities to be considered.
Williams et al. (1997) found from observations of
behaviour, that young people were more likely to
litter when in groups than when alone, while the
opposite was the case for older people. Given that

social interaction among young people in groups
is often about ‘image’ and self-identity, the finding
by Williams, et al. is consistent with the observation
by young participants in the McGregor Marketing
studies that litter was the concern of older age
groups and that it was ‘uncool’ for them to be too
concerned about it.
A more recent study, Curnow and Spehr (2005), found
only a slight reversal of the age – littering relationship
between younger and older people, but they also
found group size affected littering by people in
groups. People, regardless of age, were more likely to
litter when they were part of a large group, than when
they were in a smaller group.
These varied findings on the relationship between
age and littering behaviour suggest that simply
blaming young people for litter (see, for example,
KAB 1997:12, KAB 1996:10) overlooks the fact that
the social and spatial contexts affect the littering
behaviour of many people, not just the young (see
box below).

Are there litterers and non-litterers?
There is a tendency in psychological studies of
littering to relate littering behaviour to people of
a particular demographic status or personality.
Similarly, some of the market research
commissioned by the NSW EPA (e.g. Lenehan
Lynton Bloom Blaxland 1990; Taylor Nelson
Sofres 2000) and BIEC (e.g. Williams, Curnow and
Streker 1997) also segments people into littering
‘types’. While it may be useful to bear these in
mind in the design of community education
programs, such an approach may tend to distract
attention from the fact that much littering takes
place in social and spatial contexts. A particular
person may, to use the Taylor Nelson Sofres types,
be a ‘willful arrogant’ while with a peer group,
but an ‘inconvenient’ in a different social setting.
Similarly, the 2002 National Benchmark Littering
Behaviour study points out that most people who
admit to littering may litter in some places and
not others, and may only litter particular items,
such as cigarette butts (quoted in DEC, 2005a:2).
It is the nature of the social and spatial context
that tends to determine people’s understanding
of what social norms apply to their behaviour in
that location.
7
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Is socio-economic status a factor?
The Curnow et al. (1997:28-29) review of littering
research found five studies that atempted to
investigate whether particular races or classes littered
more. Given the difficulty of observing such factors,
contradictory results were reported. Yet there is
clearly a belief among some specialists in this field
that low income people litter because ‘they feel little
stake in society as a whole’ (Hine 1995:248).
A 1994 study of over 2000 students in the United
States, many of whom were from economically
disadvantaged areas, found that concern about
harming the natural environment was high, although
it was higher among those young people who
came from non-disadvantaged regions (National
Environmental Education and Training Foundation,
1994). When asked directly about the reasons for
reducing litter, young people from disadvantaged
areas thought that it was important ‘to keep areas
clean and nice for people to enjoy today’. There
was a tendency for youth from disadvantaged
areas to focus on the ‘here and now’ compared
to the future‑oriented focus of youth from
non‑disadvantaged areas.
The study also reported that young people
have definite opinions about the seriousness of
environmental problems, suggesting that school has
an important role to play in environmental education,
and the development of good environmental
practices. An important conclusion was that one of
the reasons that awareness and knowledge about the
environment does not get translated into community
involvement is the absence of programs or a lack of
awareness of opportunities to get involved. The survey
found that young people were willing to get involved,
if appropriate programs are available and promoted.

2.2.3 Anti-littering strategies
Of the 59 studies reviewed by Huffman et al.,
46 investigated what are known as ‘antecedent’
interventions to reduce litter and 13 studied
‘consequence’ strategies. Antecedent strategies
are described (Huffman et al. 1995:154) as ‘stimulus
events prior to the target behaviour that are
developed to increase the probability of a desired
or undesired response’. In other words, they are
strategies which ‘intervene’ prior to the act of littering
and they are designed to reduce the inclination to
litter. Consequence strategies occur after the littering
behaviour and are either penalties (e.g. fines) or
8

rewards for collecting litter (e.g. free drinks or
movie passes).

Antecedent strategies
Huffman et al. (1995:156-7) summarise the typical
antecedent strategies. These include signs urging
not to litter (including signs on bins, handouts to
people and fixed signs), verbal requests not to litter,
employment of people to model correct behaviour,
placement, colour and design of litter bins, various
degrees of cleaning up of the litter areas prior to
observation and region-wide anti-litter campaigns.
In a carefully constructed study in NSW, BIEC (1999)
research used a similar antecedent approach. The
strategies evaluated were anti-littering messages,
installation of new litter bins and the installation of
recycling facilities.
Reams et al (1996) evaluated the possibility that
the introduction of recycling programs would
increase awareness of the litter problem in the
context of broader environmental issues, changing
individual behaviour with regard to littering. It
was proposed that a recycling program would
encourage individuals to litter less, or to pick up and
dispose of litter. However, their findings showed
that, while there was some reduction in the amount
of recyclable litter, recycling programs had little
positive effect on the amount of non-recyclable
litter. Recycling, as a means of addressing broad
environmental concerns, did not necessarily translate
into concern over more specific environmental issues
such as littering (Reams et al. 1996:108).
Site factors are among the most commonly studied
antecedent strategies. In all the behavioural studies
reviewed by Huffman et al (1995), Curnow et al. (1997)
and BIEC (1999) there is strong agreement on a few
key findings:

•

The amount of litter already in a space is a powerful
determinant of littering behaviour, the more litter
present, the more people are inclined to litter.

•

The more convenient the bin placement, the less
people will be inclined to litter.

•

The ‘obtrusiveness’ of bins, (that is, the brighter the
colour or the more startling their design) the more
they will be used. One caution here, however, is
that such bins also seem to attract vandals.

•

People do respond to new signs exhorting them
not to litter and the more polite the sign, the
better. However over time, the impact diminishes.

Chapter title

•

Designing public space to minimise areas out of
public view or alley ways, will reduce the littering
in that space; and

•

The more community involvement and social
engagement , the more effective the strategy.

In their analysis of active and passive littering,
Sibley and Liu (2003) observed that antecedent
strategies such as placement of additional litter bins
and ashtrays had a greater influence on the rate
of active littering than it did on passive littering.
They suggested that the distinction between active
and passive littering types is important in designing
intervention strategies to reduce littering.

Consequence strategies
Research into consequence strategies, which has
focused primarily on rewards for collection of litter,
rather than penalties for littering, has demonstrated
rewards to be effective, within the relatively small
geographic areas in which they operated (see studies
cited by Huffman et al. 1995:177, Gould League
1994:9). Rewards did not always need to be large
(e.g. small tokens, free drinks) and they could be
sponsored by the companies contributing to the litter
product (e.g. take-away food chains). Grasmick et al
(1991) investigated the penalty side of consequence
strategies, focusing on the role of shame and
embarrassment, as self- and socially-imposed
forms of punishment. An anti-littering campaign in
Oklahoma, USA, which appealed to individuals’ sense
of community, led to significant increases in the
percentage of those who reported they would feel
guilty if they littered. Penalising littering behaviour
can therefore involve more than legal intervention.
One goal of the ‘Don’t be a tosser’ campaign in NSW
was ‘to reinforce the social unacceptability of littering
through a message that other people are likely to
think you are a tosser for littering’ (DEC 2005a:21).

2.3 Implications for anti-littering
campaigns
The behavioural and social psychology studies
endorse multi-level interventions to counteract
littering (see especially Geller et al 1990, as described
in Huffman (1995:178). The highest tier of this
approach targets the greatest number of people
(e.g. nation-wide or region-wide anti-litter and
recycling campaigns). In the layers below this level,
such things as signage and strategic recycling depots

governing larger areas come into play, descending
to small local areas where signs, bin placement and
design are relevant. In smaller areas still, such as those
surrounding commercial outlets, verbal prompts
and retail sponsored rewards may supplement the
existing measures. The NSW Government’s Litter
Prevention Program used a multi-level intervention
approach, with activities at various scales including
the state-wide ‘Don’t be a tosser’ media campaign,
community education programs and workshops,
and supporting and educating councils and other
organisations as they implemented litter prevention
strategies (DEC 2004, 2005b).
BIEC (1999:10, 41) suggests that all such approaches
are ‘cumulative’ (perhaps this could mean building
up from concerted local area action to national
campaigns or vice versa). Also, since many studies
point to the diminishing effects of most types of
strategies, this suggests that all interventions need to
be ‘refreshed’ (slogans updated, bins replaced, signs
reworded). For those interventions which relate to
the smaller scale areas, it is recommended that these
should be tailored to an understanding of the ‘typical
activities, disposal behaviour and characteristics’ of
the people using the areas (BIEC 1999:10).
The social psychology studies suggest that there will
be a particular challenge in designing campaigns
that ‘break through’ some of the youth attitudes to
littering. One avenue may be to use the comments
of young groups that messages showing the impact
of litter on ‘places where we go’ (e.g. on rivers or
the beach) are more effective, as are messages
demonstrating harmful effects on animals and
birds (McGregor Marketing 1994a:12). This approach
accords with other research on the effectiveness of
national campaigns (see, for example, Lenehan Lynton
Bloom Blaxland 1990:5, 22-25) which has stressed the
importance of linking the ‘micro’ issues to the ‘macro’
environmental effects. The aim is to counteract that
view that littering is of no consequence, by illustrating
some of the more harmful effects and by invoking the
notion, more and more apparent as environmental
knowledge builds up, that everything impacts on
everything else. The linkage established between
the ‘Don’t be a tosser’ campaign and the NSW
Government’s environmental brand Our environment
– it’s a living thing represents a step in the direction of
linking micro causes and macro effects (DEC 2005a:7).
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3.	Sociological Perspectives:
Litter and society
There is something very rewarding about recycling bottles. Those nagging doubts ease even as one waits for
the reassuring noise of the bottles crashing down into the bottle bank. It is the ecological equivalent of going to
confession; bearing all your past sins in your arms, offering them up, receiving absolution in the shattering of glass,
secure in the knowledge that it will be melted down and made into new bottles.
(Jonathon Porritt 1993)
As mentioned in section 1.3, there is relatively little
sociological literature that deals specifically with
litter. However, it is possible to apply at least some
of the existing theoretical perspectives on social
norms to a consideration of litter norms. In addition,
there have been a number of sociological studies
dealing with related topics that provide useful
insights and possible guidance for community
education about litter.

for example as a gift, the associated packaging
might acquire that meaning as well, so that we are
reluctant to simply throw it away. The complaints that
frequently surface in focus groups that products these
days are over-packaged may be, in part, a reflection
of the frustration that something that portrays the
promises and satisfactions of consumption suddenly
has no further use and must be discarded into the
waste stream or in dirty littered places.

This section takes a different approach from that
in the previous section. Rather than dealing with
‘factors’ that researchers have hypothesised a priori
as causing littering behaviour, it investigates the
meanings that litter and littering have for people.

On the other hand, some forms of packaging may
almost define themselves as litter before, or as soon
as, they are separated from their contents. Douglas
(1966) notes the almost universal dislike among
humans of substances that blur the boundary
between self and the exterior world, such as sticky
and viscous substances that adhere to the skin. As
such, bits of packaging that stick to the skin are likely
to be discarded as soon as the person doing the
unwrapping can detach them, and they may become
litter. The nature of earlier versions of ring pulls that
separated from the can, a common litter item at the
time, may have contributed to their becoming litter
because of the discomforting way in which the ring
around a finger held a piece of sharp metal in close
proximity with the flesh of the hand.

3.1 Packaging and litter
Litter surveys continue to show that a substantial
proportion of litter originates from the packaging
of consumer goods. Furthermore, a casual perusal
of almost any retail establishment shows modern
packaging is, in many cases, as important in creating
the consumer’s understanding of their purchases
as the product within the packaging. As Hine (1995)
points out, in self-service retail stores, the package
must perform many of the roles once performed by
a sales person behind a counter. The package must
help in making the potential purchaser feel at ease,
must be readily recognisable for the loyal customer,
and must demonstrate how its contents will meet
the needs of its purchaser. Increasingly, packaging
is also used to deliver advertising slogans and brand
messages to potential customers (Roper and Parker
2006). With the exception of plain homogenous
materials like brown paper, aluminium foil, or plastic
film, packaging can still carry rich associations when
separated from the product it contained. These can
make the transition from packaging to waste or litter
discomforting. Where the object has special meaning,
10

A further example of packaging that has meaning
brought about by its discomforting properties is the
plastic bag. Reeve (2005) argued that plastic bags
have become symbols of a number of disturbing
aspects of modern life where items with positive
attributes that we appreciate also pose problems.
Whilst plastic bags are useful objects in their strength
and transparency, they also have their dangers — for
example, small children have suffocated by putting
them over their heads, they may give off dangerous
vapours when burnt, and there have been a number
of scares over chemicals moving from plastic into the
food it is meant to be protecting.
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Figure 3
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However, Reeve (2005) also points out that much
of the meaning associated with plastic bags is not
through its properties as a substance, but because of
its behaviour as litter. Plastic bags and other plastic
packaging can move long distances as litter and so
foul nature reserves or endanger wildlife that gets
entangled in, or swallows it. Reeve also presents
evidence from a number of sources that people can
project onto plastic bags a wide range of global
and regional environmental concerns that occur
when the cast off by–products of industrial society
reappear before us in new forms that threaten our
existence. Not only does the plastic bag stand for the
ills of modern life, but also, but often it does not stay
“away” when thrown away, so it resonates with things
that come back to haunt us.
Finally, in addition to packaging that defines itself
as litter by its physical properties, there is another
way in which packaging can become litter in the
mind long before it becomes litter on the ground.
This has its origins in the marketing of consumer
goods. Convenience for the customer has been an
important driving force for technological innovation
in consumer goods. Not only is convenience a
selling point for the product itself, but involves the

packaging in a chain that stretches from convenience
in selecting from the goods on display (e.g. blister
packs), to convenience in transport (e.g. spill proof
containers) and convenience in unpacking (e.g. ring
pulls). The emphasis on convenience along this chain
can make the minor effort required in the final link
in the chain, i.e. appropriate packaging disposal,
seem relatively burdensome. Littering is a convenient
choice for the consumer at the end of the chain, for
whom convenience has become an expectation, or
is even regarded as a right. The group identified as
‘inconvenients’ in the Taylor Nelson Sofres (2000)
focus group work reflected this motivation for
littering (DEC 2005a).

3.2 Places and litter
Lynch (1990) argues that littered places send a strong
message to individuals that social control has been
relaxed or is nonexistent. This is largely consistent
with the findings of the psychological research
reviewed in the previous section. Littered places
can suggest a local relaxation of sanctions against
littering or a more general relaxation of social control.
Littered areas might be perceived to be the haunts
11
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of petty criminals, or particular groups with different
norms to those of wider society. The relationship
between the incidence of litter and perceptions of
social control sets up a powerful positive feedback
loop, most clearly seen in the case of illegal dumping,
that can lead to rapid accumulations of litter in
formerly litter-free areas. The amount of litter present
in a particular setting ‘sets a norm for littering versus
antilittering behaviour in that setting’ (Hansmann
and Scholz 2003:753).
Areas that are out of public view can attract the
furtive litterer but, as Lynch points out, also children
and teenagers who need the freedom from adult
gaze and control to engage in play and fantasy. With
this suspension of reality, littering is robbed of social
disapproval and may be unnoticed by the litterers
or take on entirely different meanings within the
play context. Entertainment venues such as picture
theatres and sports stadiums also combine the
suspension of reality, a seated audience oversupplied
with food packaging who cannot reach a bin without
disturbing others, and the provision of cleaning
services after the event — a potent force for littering
that was also identified in the focus group work of
Taylor Nelson Sofres (2000).
Other public places may have a social dynamic
that reinforces norms against littering. Engwicht
(1992) describes a Paris street in which all the seats
of side-walk cafes face the centre of the street
(from which cars are absent). The social interaction
between pedestrians walking the street and the
cafe patrons creates a sense of belonging to a
community and reaffirms its social norms, so that
littering by pedestrians in front of the cafe audience
is extremely unlikely.
Clearly, when it comes to litter, all places are not equal.
Lynch (1990) and Douglas (1966) are in agreement
that waste objects are more discomforting in some
places than others. Certain combinations of litter and
place are more likely to excite disgust, attract political
attention, and provoke the emergence of social
norms against particular acts of littering. In general,
it appears that the greater the dissonance between
the meanings associated with the place and with the
litter objects, the greater the disgust. Lynch gives the
example of litter in a church. Broken glass on beaches
attracted political concern in Sydney in the early
1960s. More recently, the occurrence of discarded
syringes on beaches used for surfing carnivals
exacerbates the discomforting image of sharp objects
hidden in soft sand in providing a contrast between
12

the low points of drug addiction and the healthy
activities of a surf carnival.
Environmental designers and city planners
frequently use their analysis of these social meanings
attached to places in order to create public spaces
and environments that are both ‘attractive’ and
‘utilitarian’. Rapoport (1990) argues that much of
the meaning ascribed to the built environment is
based on non-verbal communication. Although
auditory, olfactory, and sensory cues may influence
our understanding of the built environment, it is the
visual cues we receive that are largely responsible
for the formulation of meaning. Rapoport maintains
that fixed-features (architectural elements that
remain relatively unchanged), semi-fixed features
(partitions, planters, rubbish receptacles, etc), and
non-fixed (or informal) features (people, their actions
and behaviours) all influence how we understand and
interpret the environment around us.
Such environmental cues are particularly important
when people do not know each other or when there
are no other ways to understand the local culture or
accepted ways of behaviour. However, at present, it
seems difficult for designers to create public spaces
that will enhance and accommodate a broad range
of meanings for a variety of users. Yet, Milgrom (1998)
argues that this range of meanings is necessary to
the creation of sustainable cities, and that these
meanings must emerge from everyday life, by the
people, not from government regulation or the
marketing strategies of developers. Other researchers
(Plas and Lewis 1996) have suggested that
environmental variables of town design contribute
significantly to fostering a shared understanding of
a sense of community, critical to the sustainability
of living environments.
Part of a sense of community or social identity can
relate to particular physical locations and this has
become known as place attachment, following the
seminal studies by human geographers in the 1970s
(e.g. Tuan 1974 and Relph 1976). Environmental
psychologists describe place attachment as
comprising place dependence (i.e. the physical
use of a location) and place identity (i.e. emotional
attachment to a location) and have found that
higher levels of place dependence and identity are
broadly related to environmentally responsible
behaviour (e.g. Vaske and Kobrin 2001, Uzzell et
al. 2002). The aggregate levels of environmentally
responsible behaviour by citizens contribute to urban
sustainability more generally, and some studies have
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argued that social cohesiveness, identity and place
attachment are necessary requirements for urban
sustainability (e.g. Pol 2002).
While this place-based body of work in
environmentally responsible behaviour has not been
extended to littering behaviour, it nevertheless points
to a potentially fruitful direction for further research.
Given that the emotional attachment to a place is
built upon the symbolic meanings that the place
holds for the user, then these meanings are likely
to be related to littering behaviour. Understanding
these relationships can assist in improved design of
public places, with the aim that the act of littering
should become entirely dissonant with the meanings
that theses places hold for their users.
Including potential users in the creation and design
of public places) has been proposed as a means of
ensuring that these places are more responsive to
users’ needs and are meaningful to them. There is an
important role for local government in encouraging
this participatory planning in a genuine process
of ensuring that public spaces create the kinds of
meaning and place attachment that foster better
litter disposal behaviour. In particular, young people’s
involvement in the creation of livable and litterfree public spaces is encouraged by environmental
designers who argue that their involvement fosters a
more caring attitude for the environment in general
(Hart 1997).

3.3 Litter-free public spaces
as commons
In the past two decades, there has been growing
interest in the study of how commons such as
fisheries, underground water reserves and air quality
are governed – the so-called ‘New Institutionalist
School’ (see, for example, Ostrom 1989, Baland and
Platteau 1996). What is of interest in this school is
not so much the detail of statute laws that may
regulate resource use, but rather the nature of, and
interactions between, informal and semi-formal
local institutions that ensure the resource is used
sustainably without recourse to statute law.
Litter-free public spaces can be regarded as
commons, insofar as the individual litterer reaps the
reward of having disposed of an unwanted burden,
while all users of the public space bear the costs,
both aesthetic and for cleaning up. For most public
spaces, the possibility of being apprehended and

charged for littering is relatively low because the cost
of having sufficient law enforcement staff patrolling
the public to apprehend even one per cent of all acts
of littering would be prohibitive. As Farrier (1992:87)
points out, the penalties for environmental offences
are more important as a means of reaffirming social
norms for potential offenders than as a means of
changing the future behaviour of offenders who are
apprehended. From the institutionalist perspective,
the interesting question is why, given the extremely
low probability of apprehension, do public spaces
remain as clean as they do? What is the system of
informal institutions, such as local behavioural norms,
that prevents people doing what is most convenient
for themselves?
In simple terms, it comes down to most people
being aware of local behavioural norms and of
the possibility of their transgressions being noted
by others, and to the balance between the cost
of conforming and the embarrassment of being
singled out for failure to conform. The institutionalist
perspective applied to littering would propose
that there are eight conditions that have to be met
if public areas were to remain perfectly litter-free
(Table 2). Many of the causal factors leading to
littering that have been discussed in the previous
sections are examples of the failure to meet these
formal conditions. The difficulties in meeting
these conditions fully for any particular public
space suggests that, while the operation of social
norms keeps public spaces cleaner than they might
otherwise be, total cleanliness will always be an
impossible goal.

3.4 Litter and morality
3.4.1 The litter-‘morality relationship’
There are any number of historical and ethnographic
studies (see, for example, Douglas 1966, Hoy 1995,
Bashford 1994) demonstrating that ideas about
cleanliness are inextricably linked with ideas about
morality. The early experiences of urbanisation and
immigration in large cities have provided a powerful
foundation for the connection of litter, dirt and
untidiness to the poor, the immoral, and particular
ethnic groups.
In the 1920s, the soap industry, fearing declining sales
due to economic structural changes that resulted in
less people being in dirty occupations, introduced
13
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Table 2
The Litter-Free Commons — Failures and Remedies
Formal Condition
1

There exists a pattern of waste
disposal behaviour that leads to
everyone being better off if it is
followed

2

Everyone understands that 1 is
the case

Example of Failure

Example of Remedial Action

Lack of awareness or
rejection of social norms

School litter education to establish
social norms
Social marketing or regulation to
affirm norms

3

No one can litter without being
noticed by others

Areas in public spaces that
are out of sight

Appropriate design of public spaces

Everyone is prepared to censure
any litterers they observe and
praise those who dispose of
waste appropriately

Individualistic society makes
‘minding your own business’
a more powerful norm than
‘being public-spirited’

Legislation to facilitate ‘dobbing’

5

Everyone knows that 4 is the case

Litterers believe that
everyone around them will
condone their littering

Make the possibility of censure for
littering more visible, e.g. uniforms for
civilian litter rangers, bumper stickers
‘I dob litterers’

6

Censure and praise is not too
costly to those who give it

Those who would censure
litterers are fearful of their
personal safety

Courses in positive and nonaggressive censure

7

The personal benefits of deviance
are not greater than the personal
costs of receiving censure

Littering fines not sufficiently
high to be regarded as a
significant personal cost

Increase littering fines

8

The personal costs of compliance
are not greater than the personal
benefits of receiving praise

The ‘inconvenients’
identified by Taylor Nelson
Sofres (2000)

Design of packaging and public spaces
that makes appropriate litter disposal
convenient

4

the implied moral disapproval advertising format to
increase sales of personal and household cleaning
products. This format has had enduring success
and is an important influence on the reaffirmation
of social norms about cleanliness. The industry was
particularly successful in its use of this format in
the period of postwar prosperity, to the extent that
standards of cleanliness in public spaces declined
markedly in the 1950s. This led to the defensive move
by the packaging industry to form the Keep America
Beautiful movement (Hoy 1995). To the extent that
the cleanliness industry continues the focus on
personal and household cleanliness, public spaces are
always at risk of being seen as the implied (and dirtier)
14

Using CCTV cameras and loudspeakers
to monitor littering (Branson, 2006)

Rewards and public recognition for
public spirited citizens
Encourage citizens to become ‘litter
marshals’ (Harrison, 2003)

‘other’ against which personal and household spaces
are contrasted. In other words, the more commercial
effort is put into selling personal and household
cleanliness products, the dirtier public spaces are
perceived to be, and so more likely to be littered.

3.4.2 Litter and ‘moral panics’
The relationship between litter and morality may
evolve in the cyclical fashion of moral panics. These are
periods in which popular, media and political attention
is focused on deviant groups as a threat to the moral
fabric of wider society – examples include the Bodgies
and Widgies moral panic in Australia, the Mods and
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Rockers panic in the UK and, more recently, moral
panics about homosexuality and AIDS. The following
features of moral panics (after Cohen 1972, Jenkins
1992 and Thompson 1998) are relevant to littering:

•

youth is perceived to be the morally deficient
group responsible for the problem (e.g. the
attribution of littering to youth recorded in both
the EPA/DECC’s and other research – McGregor
Marketing 1994a, 1994b; KAB 1997:12, KAB 1996:10);

•

as the media develops new story frames around
the phenomenon, a wider range of social problems
are presented within these frames and held to
demonstrate the seriousness of the problem
(e.g. the use of the Clean Up Australia frame by the
media for stories about waste management);

•

the shifting of blame from local levels of
governance to national levels is frequently justified
by the claim that the particular problem is part of
a wider, more fundamental, malaise that requires
attention at a high level (e.g. the promotion by
environmentalists of national container deposit
legislation as a solution to littering);

•

following from the above point, the perception of
institutional inadequacy at the local level leads to
demands for wider powers and harsher penalties
at the local level (e.g. the periodic raising of
penalties for littering); and

•

moral panics can involve what is termed symbolic
politics and the politics of substitution, in which
a particular issue is pursued because it is a more
readily understood symbol for another issue
which cannot be so readily pursued (e.g. for some,
litter is symbolic of a more serious problem of
the overall materials-intensiveness of modern
industrial economies).

There is general consensus that moral panics occur
at times of ambiguity, or as Schudson (1989:174)
puts it, times when there is a ‘demand’ for meaning,
i.e. times when many of the symbols and meanings
within the cultural repertoire fail to resonate with
people’s experience of reality. At these times, people
will be particularly sensitive to culture, presumably in
the search for symbolism and meaning in which new
experiences can be anchored, ‘searching the skies
for cultural leadership’ as Schudson put it. Bennett
and Lawrence (1995:25), concluded that news icons
were important during times of official uncertainty
and changes in public understandings in ‘create[ing]
junctures for cultural challenge and innovation’.

The amount of media attention paid to litter has
certainly varied over time in Sydney (see Figure 4).
While it is doubtful that this variation reflects fully
fledged moral panics of the kind that gave rise to
the theory sketched above, it is nonetheless worth
noting that some of the peaks of media attention to
litter in Sydney coincide with times when there may
have been a demand for meaning. Such times include
the end of World War II, the beginning of the first
wave of environmentalism in the late 1960s and early
1970s and the period of greenhouse and ozone hole
concern in the early 1990s.
The timing of litter campaigns has rarely been
considered in relation to cycles of media attention to
litter. Campaigns must frequently be linked to policy
initiatives, so that the opportunities for flexibility in
timing may be limited. Nonetheless, there remain
valid questions as to what might be the implications
of launching a campaign on the crest of a moral panic.
Does it increase the effectiveness of the campaign,
or ensure that its messages are lost when the moral
panic subsides? In answer to the first question, it may
be the case that such campaigns with appropriate
content could capture more serious public attention
than they would at other times. In answer to the
second, it is likely that most moral panics leave behind
them a series of symbolic meanings that structure
future understandings. Campaign symbolism may
struggle for visibility amid the symbolism that has
currency during a moral panic, whereas campaigns
during quiescent periods may have the advantage
of being able to stake out symbolic territory with
higher visibility. So it is by no means clear whether
litter campaigns are better launched at times when
litter, related waste issues and broad environmental
concerns are in the news, or at times when the media
and political gaze are elsewhere.

3.5 Litter and community debate
Litter is discussed and depicted at many levels
throughout society, from parliamentary debates, to
media articles (Figure 4), to literature and art. Taken
it its entirety, litter discourse is by no means the
same across time and space. At different times, and
in different places talk about litter revolves around
different concepts and assumptions and employs
different metaphors and rhetorical devices (Table 3).
How litter is being talked about can be important
in the development of frameworks or filters that
people apply in understanding new information
15
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Figure 4
Litter in the News — Sydney Morning Herald, 1930–1997 (source: Reeve, 2005)
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Mentions of litter in the media have varied significantly since the 1940s. Peaks have been associated with:

•

1940s – the shortage of cleaning staff and the increase in the number of people in transit which led to
increased litter levels in the CBD;

•

late 1950s and early 1960s – waste management infrastructure was overwhelmed by the growth in affluence
during the 1950s, leading to increasing roadside dumping;

•

late 1960s and early 1970s – a period of increased environmental concern and concern about litter, with
strengthening of legislation against littering;

•

late 1980s and early 1990s – after a decline in attention following the introduction of the “Do the Right
Thing” campaign, levels of concern about litter began to rise again, fuelled partly by the focus on the
harbour during the bicentenary and the amount of foreshore litter, and reinforced by the success of Ian
Kiernan’s Clean up the Harbour campaign which became Clean up Australia. The heated debates about
waste management during the early 1990s also contributed as journalists made litter emblematic of broader
waste management issues.

about littering (e.g. Cantrill 1992 in relation to
environmental advocacy generally).
As mentioned earlier (Ch 1.3), the litterbug discourse
which frames litter as a people problem is more
commonly found in discussions of littering by the
packaging industry or its representatives (see, for
example, Macgregor Marketing 1994b), while the
de-materialist discourse2 which frames litter as
2 The idea that the flow of physical materials lies behind all
human affairs has origins stretching back to ancient Indian
and Greek philosophers, and was also expressed in some
of Karl Marx’s thinking. More recently, the disciplines of
industrial ecology and ecological economics recognise that
flows of materials and energy connect human societies to
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a packaging problem, is more commonly found
among environmentalists. Public education about
litter in the 1980s drew mainly on the elements
of the litterbug discourse. The ‘Do the Right
Thing’ campaign of the 1980s was evaluated by
Lenehan Lynton Bloom Blaxland in 1990 at a time
of heightened concern about environmental
issues, in particular the greenhouse effect and the
the natural world in a co-evolving system. The de-materialist
viewpoint seeks to maintain human wellbeing while reducing
the quantity of material flows and their impact on the
environment. Packaging is often taken as an emblematic
example of the need to decrease the amount of materials
used by modern economies.
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ozone hole, that occurred in the late 1980s and
early 1990s in most developed nations. Also about
this time, Ian Kiernan’s first attempts at large scale
community clean-ups in Sydney had achieved levels
of participation and collected weights of litter that
exceeded all expectations.
With the benefit of hindsight, it is not surprising that
the Lenehan Lynton Bloom Blaxland (1990) evaluation
concluded that the framings within the litterbug
discourse had lost a lot of their impact in the shadow
of the worrying global environmental concerns of that
time. As a response to the feeling of powerlessness
experienced by the public when it encountered media
stories on the greenhouse effect and ozone holes, the
strategy recommended by Lenehan Lynton Bloom
Blaxland made good sense. Their recommendation to
marry the two issues of littering and recycling and, in
particular, to shift the moralistic overtones of ‘Dothe
Right Thing’ to the encouraging empowerment
of ‘everyone doing their bit’ amounted to an early
articulation of the ‘small steps’ discourse (Table 3).
Ungar (1998) used this term to describe environmental
advocacy and public education that called for people
to undertake small, simple, convenient behaviour
changes which, in aggregate, would ameliorate
environmental problems. Ungar describes the
small steps discourse as a dominant discourse

across industry, government and environmental
organisations in Canada for much of the 1990s.
Elements of the small steps discourse became
widespread in NSW during the 1990s. They are found
in NSW EPA/DECC/OEH programs (e.g. advice on
improving stormwater quality, such as washing cars
on lawns instead of the road or reducing energy
use in the home), and in environmental advocacy
by NGOs (e.g. the range of Tidy Towns activities,
Sydney Friends of the Earth waste minimisation
advice). Reeve (1999), in a review of the NSW EPA’s
waste education research up to that time, suggested
that the evaluative research undertaken to that
time showed that there was a tendency for some
people to regard their participation in incremental,
not unduly inconvenient, recycling behaviours as
absolving them from further responsibility to protect
the environment. The public now has a wide range of
small steps from which to choose actions to reduce
their impact on the environment. Public awareness
of these is likely to range from limited knowledge
of a small number of behaviours recently given
exposure in the media, to more comprehensive
knowledge developed from reading any of the many
“101 Household Tips to Save the Environment” style
publications, media articles etc that have appeared
since the 1990s.

Table 3
Talking Litter — The Structure of Some Litter Discourses
Litterbugs

Small steps

De-materialist

Basic concepts

Individuals, laws and
norms, litter, shame,
punishment, tidiness

The community,
empowerment,
encouragement, local
environment

Society, the economy,
material and energy flows,
global biogeochemical cycles

Assumptions
about people

With sufficient deterrents
for deviance, people will
obey laws and norms

People will take small not
too inconvenient actions if
the reasons are explained to
them

People are largely powerless
to affect the amount of
packaging produced and
therefore the amount of litter

Assumptions
about the
environment

None

If lots of people take the
small step of refraining from
littering the environment will
improve

If the materials-intensiveness
of the economy is reduced,
the environment will improve

Metaphors
and rhetorical
devices

Litterbugs

Every little bit helps

The throwaway society

Do the right thing

Do your bit

Bring back returnables

Don’t be a tosser
17
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The Taylor Nelson Sofres (2000) focus group work,
while not reporting specific elements of the small
steps discourse, nevertheless suggested that
much of the changed emphasis in litter education
recommended by Lenehan Lynton Bloom Blaxland
(1990) was reflected in public attitudes and values in
2000. By this time, litter appeared to have acquired
a wide range of environmental meanings beyond
discarded packaging in public places, disapproval
of litterers had not disappeared, and a new danger
dimension had appeared, stemming from syringes
and condoms in litter. The Lenehan Lynton Bloom
Blaxland 1990 evaluation discussed the possibility of
extending “Do the Right Thing” to a wide range of
environmental issues and behaviours and, while the
idea of “doing the right thing by the environment”
did enter popular consciousness during the 1990s,
there is a substantial difference between doing the
right thing by local tidiness and doing the right thing
by the environment.
From the environmental philosopher’s perspective,
Singer (1990) points out that environmentalism is
little more that an “expanding circle of concern” in
which the moral consideration of the impact of one’s
actions on others is extended from people to the
environment, or to particular classes of creatures
within it. So while it might seem simple to give litter
an environmental justification, there are marked
differences in how wrongdoing might be regarded if
it is regarded as an offence against people or against
the environment.
Firstly, littering as an environmental offence,
compared to litter as an offence against people,
suffers the disadvantage that, when there is a conflict
between human welfare and environmental welfare,
human welfare is almost invariably put before the
environment. As sociologists point out (e.g. Schaeffer
and Lamm 1992) social norms do not apply to
behaviour in one-to-one correspondence, where
each behaviour is governed by one, and only one,
social norm. Multiple norms are relevant to any one
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behaviour. For example, should a person observing
a litterer in action be guided by the “mind your own
business” or the “be public-spirited” norm?
Second, because of the complexity of the ways
in which litter may cause environmental damage,
littering as an environmental offence has available
to it a greater range of more tenable rationalisations
to excuse littering behaviour. For example, compare
the weakness of excuses such as “someone will clean
up anyway” or “the bin was too far away” (littering
as an offence against people), with the strength of
excuses such as “apple-cores are a good food source
for ants/possums”, or “that waterway is so polluted,
one more bit of rubbish won’t make any difference”,
or “paper breaks down quickly in the environment
— it’ll be gone in a few weeks” (littering as an
environmental offence).
Lastly, littering as an environmental offence can draw
excuses from the small steps discourse with a wide
range of offsetting atonements. For example: “Yes,
I do drop the occasional bit of litter, but I religiously
recycle everything and compost all our kitchen
scraps” probably invites more forgiveness in many
quarters than “Yes I do drop the occasional bit of
litter, but I’m an active member of Lions and I’ve been
scoutmaster with the local scouts for thirty years”.
With diseases such as AIDS and hepatitis now
providing an association of personal danger to litter,
there is almost a full turning of the wheel to the street
litter of the late 19th century and early 20th century,
when the urban sanitation movement drew attention
to dirty streets as sources of disease and ill health
and to litter as an offence against people. While such
an association may seem to offer a range of creative
opportunities for re-activating the moral dimension
in anti-litter messages, this is a very difficult area to
enter given the range of associated attitudes and
values amongst the public.
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4. Economic Perspectives on Litter
Litter that in public spaces can be seen as an
example of the ‘tragedy of the commons’ (Ch 3.3)
is, to an economist, an ‘externality’ or ‘social cost’
problem. From the point of view of society as a
whole, litter is an unintended and unwanted side
effect of producing goods and services. Goods such
as beverages and food items are produced and
dispensed in convenient packaging, part of which, for
whatever reason, ends up as litter. In this sense, litter
is an external social cost imposed by the producers
and users of packaged products on others in society.
The economic principles used to ‘solve’ problems of
external social costs are to:

•

find the most effective policy instrument to
ensure that the true social cost of producing the
items littered is reflected in the price paid for those
products; and

•

clarify the legal ownership of what is causing
these costs and where the costs are being felt.

In the case of the first principle, it is only when true
costs are reflected in prices, that the market will
give accurate price signals. Giving more accurate
price signals will allocate resources throughout
the economy in ways which involve less wastage
of scarce resources. Ultimately, everyone could be
better off.
In the case of the second principle, ownership of
packaging can be a contentious question. One view is
that packaging material should remain the property
of the manufacturer. A recent pilot study in the UK
(Roper and Parker 2006) identified the prevalence of
“branded litter” in a city centre. The most commonly
identified brands of packaging as litter coincided
with those brands most popular in the UK market.
The researchers contended that brand owners of
should bear some of the costs of removal of their
“silent salesmen” from the landscape.
The opposing view, generally favoured by industry,
is that packaging becomes the property of the
purchaser of the products, although there are
situations where industry prefers to retain ownership
for example, of pallets used to deliver some
products delivered. The boundaries of ownership
and responsibility are always open to definition and

clarification in statute law, one possibility being to
define all packaging as remaining in the ownership
of industry.
Consumers buying litter-producing products such
as beverages are bearing some of the cost of litter
where the beverage industry contributes to clean
up campaigns and litter research etc., and this is
included in the price of the beverages so consumers
incur this cost directly. However consumers (as
property owners) also bear, by way of a portion of
rate charges, the cost of local government clean
up. They also bear the cost of having to dispose of
litter they are individually responsible for. Whether
the portion of litter clean up costs borne by local
government is, in effect, a subsidy to the beverage
industry, depends critically upon the question of
packaging ownership and responsibility. If industry
relinquishes all responsibility at the point of sale,
then local government clean-up costs are part of
local government’s responsibility for maintenance
of public infrastructure. However, if littering is a
result of packaging design and quantity, then local
government clean-up costs may be a subsidy to
industry. This may lead to a view that the sharing of
clean-up costs should reflect the balance between
industry’s contribution to the litter problem
through its production of packaging, and citizen’s
contribution to the problem through littering.
However, this argument does not take account of
recycling and the contribution of raw materials to
industry through litter control.
This raises two questions. Firstly, does the current
balance between industry contributions internalised
into product prices and clean up costs borne by
the public sector accurately reflect the relative
contributions of industry packaging and citizen
misdemeanour? Secondly, what is the relative cost
effectiveness of litter prevention and clean up costs
internalised into product prices, or costs borne by
the public sector? The first is a question of fairness —
who should bear the costs? The second is a question
of efficiency — who can reduce litter to acceptable
levels at least cost? Only industry can change the
nature of packaging or the price of products. Only
governments can regulate the layout of public places
or fine people for littering.
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To date in NSW, these questions have been neither
studied nor debated in any depth in relation to litter.
These questions have received far more attention
for recycling and waste management at both State
and national level. In 2006, Keep Australia Beautiful
piloted an annual branded litter assessment as
a component of its National Litter Index (KAB
2006b). However, the execution of such studies was
methodologically difficult and the findings were
hotly contested.
Examples of economic policies which would allocate
a higher component of litter costs directly into
the price paid for litter-producing goods include
container deposit legislation, direct regulation to
place sole responsibility for managing packaging
waste on industry, such as the German Green Dot
Program, and direct taxation schemes such as are
practiced in Norway (e.g. Russo and Shah 1994
and Sustainable Consumption and Production
1997). In Norway, a graded system of taxation has
been established for drink containers – the higher
the percentage of containers collected, the lower
the tax rate.
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Such policies as these ‘internalise’ the cost of the litter
externality where the costs are passed on so that
the consumer pays the true social cost in the price
charged for the products purchased.
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5. Litter: Participation and learning
5.1 Community Involvement
Most research on litter minimisation and prevention
strategies discusses the significant role of community
involvement (e.g. Huffman et al. 1995). The extensive
literature concerning community involvement and
user participation (e.g. Friedmann 1987, Park 1993,
Gaventa 1993, Rydin and Pennington 2000, Webler
and Tuler 2006)3 shows that some researchers and
practitioners consider participation as an ideology
while others consider it as a method. Those who view
it as ideology see participation as a given cornerstone
of research projects or development initiatives.
In the short term, these initiatives engage people
affected by a particular problem in an analysis of
their own situation, emphasising self-reliance and
making it possible for these individuals to see the
bigger picture. In the long term, proponents of such
initiatives aim to empower people psychologically
and politically to effect social change. On the other
hand, those who view participation as method are
more likely to accept the inevitability of economic and
social development initiatives originating outside the
‘community’ whether place-based or interest‑based.
In these situations, participation becomes a useful
technique to accomplish development goals,
projects, and programs and is invaluable to ‘getting
things done’. Projects attempting to involve citizens
in litter prevention strategies are also subject to
these considerations.
Based on evidence from the citizen participation
literature, we suggest there will be three main
predictors of participation in litter prevention
projects or campaigns. Firstly, the literature on
participation (e.g. Gran 1983, Ryder and Pennington
2000) has consistently observed that people prefer
to come together because they have a personal stake
in the outcomes. This stake can relate to outcomes of
the participatory process, or to ideological goals such
as environmental justice and redressing imbalances
in power (Webler et al. 2001). In addition, many
individuals who participate in community activities

3 The last mentioned reference is one of eight articles in a
special issue of the Policy Studies Journal that review past
experience and current issues in public participation in
environmental management.

report that they were getting involved because ‘not
participating’ had ceased to become an option.
The nature of the litter problem must, therefore,
be serious and a source of immediate concern, if
significant participation is to be forthcoming. People
are more likely to perceive a payoff to becoming
involved in a litter reduction program if it is a local
program pertaining to places that are significant
to them.
Secondly, the participation literature emphasises that
an inclusive style which gives the participants a vision
of a transformed society, combined with a concrete
set of proposals to achieve that vision, makes
members more willing to risk an alternative mode of
behaviour. In addition, institutional and communitybased support systems are critical if one wants those
who are traditionally disenfranchised to get involved
in the process (e.g. Korten 1986, Gran 1983).
Finally, individuals, organisations, informed outsiders,
and governments must work to create and sustain a
participatory research and development framework
within a neighbourhood or community. Trust is
integral to the success of this process. The literature
(e.g. Drucker 1986) notes that most participatory
initiatives require acts of partnership. Partnerships
are built over time, and require concerted effort
and trust. Trust building is a process within which
demands are made on the participants, thereby
testing the partnership. Trust is earned.
In New Zealand, a project to reduce street litter
and storm water debris in the marine environment
reported considerable success because of a concerted
effort that involved residents, business operators,
and industry. Encouraging citizens to understand
and take ownership of both the problems and the
solutions meant that litter incidence was not ‘blamed’
on any one group of individuals. This project was also
unique as it focused on adult education as much as
the education of children because project organisers
believed that adults were influential role models
(Island Care NZ Trust 1996). In the United States, Wolch
and Rowe (1992) reported that the transformation
of a park to serve the needs of dog owners was
successful in part because there was grass-roots
participation in park maintenance and responsive
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environmental design. Although not directly focused
on litter reduction, Stephen Darley (1994) points out
that collective action by residents from working class
communities in Adelaide and Melbourne resulted in
improvements in local environmental quality and in
greater community cohesion.

5.2 Learning for sustainability
Environmental education had its origins in
emergence of modern environmentalism in the 1960s
and, initially, took on the framings of environmental
problems of that time, such as an emphasis on
environmental activism, pollution prevention and
nature conservation.
In recent years, reviews and policy statements of
environmental education in Australia and other
developed countries show a shift towards more
systemic and critically reflective thinking about
a broader concept of sustainability that includes
economic and social sustainability, in addition to
ecological sustainability (see, for example, Tilbury
and Cooke 2005; Potter et al. 2004). This shift is
consistent with changes in policy and academic
analysis of environmental issues, including:

•

the linking of environment and economy in
the ideas introduced in the Brundtland report
(WCED 1987) and subsequently developed in the
discipline of ecological economics (Daly 1991);
and

•

the critical examination of the relationships
between environment and society in sociological
schools of thought such as ecological modernism
(Hajer 1995) and environmental sociology (Catton
and Dunlap 1980), and the development of
university curricula in social ecology.

In addition to its systemic and critically reflective
approach, education or learning for sustainability
also involves:

•

examining the links between desired future goals
and current behaviour;

•

participative building of trust and commitment in
partnerships for change; and

•

mentoring and facilitatory approaches to learning
(Tilbury and Cooke 2005).

The learning for sustainability approach underpins
current strategic frameworks for environmental
education published by governments in
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Australia (e.g. the Commonwealth Government’s
Environmental Education for a Sustainable Future:
National Action Plan of July 2000, and the NSW
Government’s Environmental Education Plan for
2007-10 – Learning for Sustainability).
In these policy documents and elsewhere, little
attention appears to have been given to how litter
education in particular might fit within the broader
context of learning for sustainability. There are
a number of possibilities where litter education
might contribute to the broader goals of learning
for sustainability.
Firstly, the appropriate disposal of items rather
than discarding them as litter is one of the simpler
environmentally responsible behaviours in the suite of
behaviours required of citizens in a sustainable society.
Consequently, litter education at primary school can be
regarded as part of early learning about social norms
and the behaviours expected of citizens in society.
Community education about litter through social
marketing (e.g. DEC 2005a) helps maintain awareness of
these norms and behaviours throughout adulthood.
Secondly, litter education that focuses on the
environmental impacts of litter, such as the
transmission of litter objects from public spaces
to waterways through the stormwater system,
provides a learning context in which people can
be encouraged to reflect upon how their actions
in everyday life affect the environment. The causal
chain from discarded object, transmission through
stormwater drains, and to impacts on wildlife is an
obvious one that is easily appreciated. Compared to
many other changes to behaviour that are needed
for future sustainability, the simplicity of this
causal chain, the low cost of responsible behaviour
to the individual, and the readily demonstrated
environmental impact together make litter education
a useful component in any education program that
aims to create greater awareness of the links between
personal behaviour and sustainability.
Lastly, learning about litter in the context of waste
generation and materials intensiveness of modern
societies can contribute to a more systemic and
critically reflective appreciation of the complexity
of sustainability issues. The health and convenience
benefits of modern packaging, set against the
volume of waste and the ease with which it enters
the litter stream, provides a familiar departure point
for critical reflection upon technology, sustainability
and personal behaviour.
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6. Conclusions
There are no miracle cures for litter
BIEC research suggests that, at a national level,
litter disposal behaviour improved in 2003 and
2004, having changed little for a number of years
before then. Their investigation indicated a notable
improvement in Sydney as well, particularly in 2004
(BIEC 2005:12–13). These data would suggest that the
policy mix adopted at a National and State level has
succeeded in getting the littering message across,
at least to an extent. Nonetheless, anti-littering
strategies will need continued renewal as sociocultural change brings new meanings to the use and
disposal of packaging, and technological change
brings new packaging materials.

There exists a wide range of approaches to
address litter problems
These can be viewed as a hierarchy, in which
State-wide generic approaches establish some
of the conditions for the success of regional and
community level approaches, which in turn establish
further conditions for the success of the micro-level
design approaches studied in behavioural research.
Necessarily, this range of approaches requires policy
action at all levels of government, as well as industry
and interest groups. Consequently, there will remain
a need to facilitate cooperation and coordination
among these different players with an interest in
litter issues.

There are a number of possible
State level approaches
These include legislative approaches in the areas
of littering and packaging reform, litter education
through the schools system and community
education programs, social marketing through
the mass media. State governments also have
a leadership role in supporting industry, local
government and government agencies and interest
groups including the litter-related NGOs, and
fostering cooperation and coordination among the
main policy actors. State governments may also
target particular littering problems that appear to be
resisting current policy efforts by providing additional
resources for research and policy innovation.

Broader legislative approaches could
be considered
The definition of littering has been broadened and
the fines for littering have been increased from time
to time but, compared to the range of approaches
used overseas, the approach used in NSW has
focused on regulation supplemented by education.
There appears to have been relatively little research
done on the relative merits of broad scale policy
instruments for litter control. Most of the available
research in this area has focused on recycling, with
litter as a side issue. If the debate in the literature
and elsewhere over the relative merits of measures
to increase recycling (container deposit legislation
versus kerb-side collection, for example), is any
guide, this kind of research for litter policy is likely
to be difficult to undertake, and yield results that
may be hotly contested. Nevertheless, debate and
broadening of the options under consideration,
particularly antecedent strategies such as packaging
reform, is likely to prove useful in ensuring the most
cost-effective litter control measures are in place.

Litter education through primary and
secondary schools will remain important in
developing appropriate behavioural norms
The school playground is public space in microcosm
where children become aware of the social norms
governing packaging disposal. It is important that
litter education in primary and secondary schools
continues to stress both the environmental impacts of
litter and societal expectations about litter disposal.
In addition, if education strategies can be adapted to
involve the entire school community – children and
parents – this will result in a considerable broadening
of the audience reached by these strategies.

Linking litter action to other current issues
Litter often becomes linked with other public concerns
of the day. At the time this literature review was first
undertaken, in 2000, it appeared that litter as an issue
for the public had become diffused with a wide range
of environmental meanings, which supplemented
the largely social and moral connotations in earlier
decades. By 2007 the connections between litter and
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waste management and recycling which emerged, for
example in NSW in the early 1990s during a period of
focus on waste issues, had largely subsided. On the other
hand, the moral and environmental connections had
been maintained by litter-related mass media campaigns
in the period 2000-2003.
There will continue to be opportunities to bring litter
to the front of the public mind by connecting it with
prominent public concerns. To date the thrust of the
connections between litter and the environment
has been on the impact of litter items on the natural
environment. In the drought period of 2003-07, with
the focus on water, litter may have receded as a public
issue. While the maintenance and reinforcement of social
norms against littering will be an on-going need in mass
media campaigns, there may be new secondary themes
that could be introduced to replace or strengthen the
environmental connection. This might include, for
example the energy/emissions costs of cleaning littered
public spaces and, perhaps, the energy loss represented
by discarded materials.

At the local level, there will continue to be
a need for litter education, regulation and
good design
The literature reviewed in this study suggests that
local government and other public space managers
need to continue their efforts against litter. Because of
the massive ongoing private investment in marketing
cleanliness products that is continually creating symbolic
meanings associated with personal and household
space, public space, as the ‘other’ against which cleansed
personal and household space is compared, is under
constant threat of devaluation. However, this may be
off-set to some extent by the ‘cafe society’ trend, in
which food consumption moves from private to public
spaces, with the consequent revaluation of these spaces.
Statutes and local ordinances will continue to require
periodic strengthening to reaffirm social norms against
littering, and encourage pride in public places. Statutes
or ordinances to make it easier and reduce the risks
for those who would censure litterers are a relatively
new approach, and could be considered in light of the
conditions required for litter-free areas, set out in Table 2.
There is ample evidence from the literature that there
are a number of ways of obtaining the sense of local
ownership and relevance that enables social norms
against littering to be effective. These include:

•
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community participation in the design and
management of public space;

•

coupling local litter education with community
involvement strategies;

•
•

building on community place attachment; and
appealing to community pride in marketing and
education campaigns.

At the micro-level, we suggest that behavioural litter
research has probably reached the point of declining
marginal returns as a generic solution to littering
problems.
The existing body of knowledge from the behaviourist
and social psychology literature provides ample
guidelines for the design of litter receptacles, their
positioning, and of public spaces generally. However,
as technological change results in new types of public
spaces, and new types of litter bins, this research
will still have a useful role to play in fine tuning
litter infrastructure design. But it is important that
behaviourist and social psychological research not be
seen as the only way of researching the litter problem.
This research, potentially deflects attention from the
fact that litter is more than a problem of misbehaviour
by individuals and should be open to being addressed
by all the means available to a democratic society.

Other areas for litter research that could
assist litter policy in adapting to the constant
changes in culture and packaging technology
The relative merits and cost-effectiveness of the many
approaches that are possible in litter prevention
and control are remarkably under-researched. This
literature research did not uncover much literature in
this field overseas, although it is possible that there
may be significant studies that have been conducted
by overseas governments that are not readily located.
If litter policy-making is to continue its move to
more strategic and integrated approaches, it will
need to move beyond behaviourist research focused
on the act of littering. Specifically, it will need to
include research that improves the understanding
of the contributing factors along the chain from
packaging design and manufacture, to retailing
and consumption.
Access to good quality litter incidence monitoring
will continue to be an essential resource to any
evaluative litter policy research that might be
undertaken in the future. Within this, branded litter
incidence monitoring, while not establishing industry
ownership of packaging beyond the point of purchase
in a legal sense, may assist in encouraging industry
innovation to avoid packaging that is unduly prone to
becoming litter.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Objectives and scope
Between 2000 and 2003, the New South Wales
Government undertook a $3.6 million Litter Education
Program. In 2000, to support the development of the
Program and the proposed advertising campaigns,
the then Rural Development Centre (now Institute
for Rural Futures) at the University of New England
was commissioned to undertake a literature review
on litter and littering. In 2007 the Institute updated
this literature review, covering the academic literature
on litter since 2000, and market research, campaign
evaluations, discussion and policy papers produced
by the NSW Government since 20001.
While this literature review aims primarily to provide
a succinct summary of litter research in NSW and
overseas, it also attempts to place the current
understanding of ‘litter’ and ‘littering’ within a
broader socio-political context, an aspect that is
lacking from other reviews that have been undertaken
in NSW and elsewhere.
By 2000, work on littering commissioned by the
Beverage Industry Environment Council was available,
including a literature review (Williams, Curnow and
Streker 1997), early Littering Behaviour Studies, and
various other reports (e.g. Curnow, Streker and Williams
1997). This review builds on that body of work by
analysing its findings in the context of other integrative
reviews of the literature (e.g. Huffman, Grossnickle,
Cope and Huffman 1995) as well as several reports
that have evaluated the effectiveness of litter reduction
campaigns. In addition, the review draws upon
literature in economics, sociology, urban planning,
environmental psychology and environmental
education, as well as the behavioural and social
psychology approaches that have underpinned
much of the litter research in NSW and elsewhere.
In particular, this review is confined to litter and
littering as a societal phenomenon within public
spaces. It does not cover any of the literature on the
impact of litter on the natural environment or on
issues of public policy design to reduce littering.

1 The first Literature review was commissioned by the former
NSW Environment Protection Authority (EPA), the lead agency
for developing and implementing the Program. The review
was updated for the Department of Environment and Climate
Change (DECC).

Definition
For the purposes of this report, litter is defined
as any abandoned material that can be held
or carried in a person’s hand. Including such
things as drink cans and paper and plastic bags,
this operational definition includes organic
and inorganic material and uses relative size
as the distinguishing factor. It enables us to
ignore abandoned cars and washing machines
(although these are unsightly and potential
hazards) in our discussions. This definition is
generally consistent with the literature (e.g. the
discussion of definitions in Curnow, Streker and
Williams 1997).

The review is organised in six sections:
Chapter 1 provides an introduction to the report,
to litter and littering, and to the litter research;
Chapter 2 summarises current psychological
understandings of littering and litter disposal
behaviour while Chapter 3 examines litter from
a number of sociological perspectives;
Chapter 4 provides a brief analysis of the litter
problem from economic perspectives;
Chapter 5 discusses issues related to community
involvement and environmental education, followed
by the conclusions and recommendations of the
study in Chapter 6.

1.2 Overview of litter and littering
Litter remains a mainstream, frontline
environmental issue both in terms of genuine
environmental impact and in the opinion of the
Australian community.
(Keep Australia Beautiful National Association 1996)
Although many would agree with this statement,
each is likely to interpret it according to their outlook,
educational background, and experience. What
constitutes litter? Litter can range from apple cores
and cigarette butts to abandoned washing machines
or cars and litter can consist of organic or inorganic
1
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material – fresh or in various stages of decay. Who
owns litter – the purchaser of the packaged product
that created the litter, or the manufacturer of the
product? This second question has significant
political implications.
There appears, however, to be a consensus that litter
is ‘waste’ that seems ‘out of place’ – an aesthetic
response in part, but also one that is rich with social
meaning structured around such emblematic issues
as pollution, wildlife conservation, consumerism, and
in some cases, morality and social order.
Because litter is more than simply an offence against
aesthetics, any attempt to synthesise litter research
is quickly drawn beyond consideration of just human
behaviour. Figure 1 depicts the broader context
which has been considered, in varying degrees of
detail, in this report. This figure demonstrates the
complexity of factors impacting the incidence of
litter and thus environmental quality.

The lower part of Figure 1 suggests that the
incidence of litter is an outcome of the balance
between litter removal by public authorities and
littering behaviour by individuals. The act of littering
is often a sub-conscious act, but whether subconscious or considered, the litter object, the place of
littering and the behaviour itself all have meaning for
the individual. As will be seen in Sections 2 and 3, the
sociological approach to the study of litter disposal
behaviour places more emphasis on these meanings
than does the psychological approach.
The upper part of the figure maps some of the
influences on litter disposal behaviour. The blue boxes
are concerned with influences that have their origins
in public policy. Governments and policy makers
throughout the world have at their disposal a range of
strategies ranging from regulation, to various economic
instruments, to community education campaigns.
Most governments, including NSW, use a combination
of regulations and community education approaches
as part of an overall litter minimisation strategy.

Figure 1
Influences on the incidence of litter
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ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY
The range of actors in and influences on litter incidence span public policy (regulation, enforcement and education), the activities
of private industry (packaging and marketing) and community (work of NGOs), and other social factors and interactions including
personal attitudes to litter and individual consumption and disposal behaviours. Through many of these influences, litter acquires
meaning for individuals and the community that may in turn influence litter disposal behaviour.
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The orange boxes in Figure 1 acknowledge the
important influence of the private sector as the
producer of most of the materials comprising litter,
while the buff-coloured boxes map some of the other
social dynamics involved in the littering arena.
In a dynamic modern society, changes in technology
and culture will always produce new materials,
new spaces and new meanings attached to those
materials and spaces. These changes inevitably
outpace changes in social norms and in litter policy,
so that concerns about litter will continue to emerge.
The need to respond to concerns about these microscale pollutants that are simply unpleasant (e.g. bits of
paper), harmful to the environment (e.g. plastic bags,
dog droppings), or dangerous (e.g. syringes, broken
glass) will remain an ongoing task for governments.
As campaigns such as Clean Up Australia (CUA) have
demonstrated, dealing with the problem of litter can
result in people from all walks of life coming together
to take care of the environment. However, the
energies that are built up from cleanup campaigns
seldom translate into dramatic or sustained behaviour
changes. Litter education remains an on-going effort
and each anti-littering campaign has to develop
innovative and creative approaches to ensure that it is
relevant to the circumstances of the day.

1.3 Overview of literature on litter
The following bibliographic databases and research
sources were searched for this review: Expanded
Academic ASAP International Edition (1980–2000),
PsycLIT (1980–2000), Social Sciences Index, EconLit,
Sociological Abstracts and Web searches using
Lycos, Excite and Google. For the 2007 update,
searches were conducted using the following
bibliographic databases: EconLit, ERIC (education
literature) ProQuest, PsychARTICLES and PsychINFO,
and Sociological Abstracts. Specific journals such
as Environment and Behavior and The Journal of
Environmental Education were reviewed, and web
searches carried out using Google.
It was apparent from the results of these searches
that the majority of litter research has been carried
out in the disciplines of behavioural and social
psychology. Less litter research is to be found in
environmental education journals.
Very little litter research that took a sociological,
economic or political perspective was located.
The different levels of interest in litter as a research
problem across the various disciplines within the
social sciences (Table 1) is probably not accidental.
A number of explanations can be advanced.

Table 1
WYSIWYG — What You See (as a problem) Is What You Get (as a solution).
Examples of different disciplinary perspectives on litter
Behaviourist
Psychology

Social Psychology

Constructivist
Sociology

Economics

Framing
of litter
‘problem’

Absence of
appropriate
stimuli to
cause binning
behaviour

Lack of
knowledge,
inappropriate
attitudes,
rejection of norms
cause littering

Particular materials
in particular places
means litter to some
in society, but not to
others

Litter is an ‘externality’ — an
unintended and unwanted
side-effect of producing
goods and services

Preferred
research
methods

Experimental,
quantitative
analysis

Experimental
and survey,
quantitative
analysis

In depth interviews,
focus groups,
participant
observation,
qualitative analysis

Data gathering, quantitative
estimation of costs (including
externality costs) and benefits

Examples of
proposed
solutions

Better bin
labeling and
siting

Provision of
information, siting
that takes account
of social dynamics
of public spaces

Link educational
messages to target
groups’ understanding
of materials, spaces
and the act of littering

Externality costs should be
reflected in the price paid for
goods – via legislation clearly
defining ownership, taxes, or
other economic instruments
3
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Firstly, it may be a reflection of a characteristic of
modern industrial economies to which Wynne
(1992:117-118) has drawn attention. If the materials
flow through the economy from natural resources
to manufactured products to waste is considered
in its entirety, uncertainty about the ultimate
environmental outcomes of policy interventions
is much greater at the upstream end than at
the downstream end of the materials flow. For
example, the environmental outcomes of regulation
of the choices about packaging technology made
by the packaging industry are less certain than
regulations aimed at stopping people from littering.
Consequently, research into the human behavioural
aspects of littering can be used by policy makers with
greater confidence than would be the case for any
research into, say, the politics of litter or corporate
strategy in the packaging industry.
Secondly, the relatively greater volume of litter
research within behavioural and social psychology
is in part a reflection of the interest of the packaging

4

industry in this type of research, and the contributions
the industry has made to funding this research. The
argument has been around for some time (e.g. Gilpin
1980; Hoy 1995) that industry has an interest in
portraying litter as a ‘people problem’ rather than a
‘packaging problem’, so as to protect itself from policy
intervention that it regards as unduly costly.
However, Robottom and Hart (1995) point out that
any environmental education research that frames
environmental issues as problems of individual
behaviour is likely to overlook the important
influences of collective entities such as interest groups,
industries, political parties, governments and so on. In
keeping with the aim of providing a literature review
that is both analytical and descriptive, this attempts to
include and consider these other causal influences. For
this reason, it draws upon some of the litter-relevant
literature in sociology, politics and environmental
education to provide greater analytical depth and
breadth to the review.
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2. Psychological Perspectives:
Litter and the individual
One of the exciting things about a behavioural approach to dealing with problem behaviours is that the behaviour
analyst can approach the problem knowing that he/she has at their disposal a body of knowledge concerned
with basic facts of behaviour. It is up to them to use this knowledge creatively so that people can be given positive
reasons for changing their behaviour.
(Keenan 1996)

2.1 The nature of the research
into littering behaviour

It seems that this litter comes from a variety of
sources. The main ones have been identified as:
uncovered loads; careless disposal and collection
of household and commercial wastes; lack of
responsibility by construction site authorities,
community event organisers and some retailers; and
intentional (or unintentional) on-the-spot littering
by individuals (Keep Australia Beautiful 1997). It is the
last mentioned source, littering by individuals, which
has attracted most of the research attention.

Each year Clean Up Australia reports on the ten most
common items of litter found around the nation (see
Clean Up Australia, 2005). Regularly appearing in the
‘top ten’ are metal and plastic drink containers, plastic
bags, straws, bottle and can tops, paper and glass
pieces and bottles and cigarette butts – with cigarette
butts being the single biggest item by number.

Figure 2
The influence of social and physical factors on the incidence of litter: psychological perspectives
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QUALITY
In psychological perspectives on litter, theENVIRONMENTAL
physical environment and
individual characteristics are the pre-eminent influences
on litter disposal behaviour, in contrast to the sociological perspectives of the next chapter that highlight the meanings of litter
and littering.
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By observing individuals in public spaces, particularly
where food or beverages can be obtained nearby,
behavioural studies have sought to assess the impact
on littering behaviour of a range of anti-littering
measures. Included in the measures examined are:
the amount of litter already present in a place, the
wording and placement of signs, the convenience
of litter bins, the colour or degree of obtrusiveness
of bins, making available small litter bags, verbal
appeals not to litter and rewards for collecting litter.
For an excellent review of this literature up to 1995,
see Huffman, et al 1995.
Some of these studies have supplemented
behavioural observations with interviews or
questionnaires to find out if there was a difference
between people’s behaviour and their professed
attitude to litter and also to ask how they felt
about the specific measure or measures (known as
‘interventions’) taken to attempt to reduce the litter.
For examples of such studies, see Beverage Industry
Environment Council (BIEC) 1999, Horsley 1988, and
Heberlein 1971 cited in Curnow et al. 1997). Finally, a
few studies, termed social psychology studies, have
undertaken just the interviews or questionnaires
alone, in order to understand peoples’ attitudes to
littering (see for example, McGregor Marketing 1994a
and 1994b; Gould League of Victoria, 1994 and Leigh
1995 cited in Curnow, et al. 1997).
While the behavioural studies have produced some
interesting results (discussed later) the behavioural
approach has some drawbacks. Firstly, it may have
relatively limited application. For example, bin
placement or colour does not address highway litter
(highways being identified by the Keep Australia
Beautiful (2006a) research as being the most littered
areas). Also, in order to be manageable research
projects, such studies are usually able to observe
only small areas (e.g. train stations, football stadiums,
university canteens, parks) so that, as Huffman
et al. (1995:179) observe ‘the effectiveness of the
interventions when used by large-scale organisations
such as city, state or national government units
remains unproven.’
A further problem with the behavioural studies is that
their research design can be problematic, which may
affect the reliability of the results. Problems include
the need to control for external conditions such as
unscheduled cleaning of sites, one-off social events
occurring at sites and weather conditions such as high
wind and heavy rains, all of which affect litter counts.
For a review of the literature which places emphasis
6

on this aspect, see Curnow et al. 1997. One study by
the Beverage Industry Environment Council (BIEC
1999) appears to have taken care to avoid many of
the weaknesses of earlier studies (such as the lack of
longer term follow-up on interventions), but even so,
there are still many challenges to the research design.
A widely acknowledged problem with studies using
interviews is the likelihood that the person being
interviewed may give ‘socially correct’ rather than
honest appraisals of their behaviour and attitudes
(known as social desirability bias). This has been
demonstrated by Williams, et al. (1997), where an
observer in a public space communicated descriptions
of people seen littering to an interviewer at an exit to
the public space. Among the questions asked by the
interviewer was whether or not the interviewee had
littered in the previous 24 hours, to which 37 per cent
of those observed littering in the previous five minutes
answered in the negative. While this method detects
dishonest reporting in studies involving observation,
it does not provide a means of correcting for social
desirability bias in other types of studies of littering.
On the other hand, it has been reported that
‘non-threatening’ group discussions can elicit frank
admissions about attitudes to littering (see McGregor
Marketing 1994a).
Notwithstanding the problems of the behavioural
studies, the important question is how have these
studies and the social psychology studies contributed
to our understanding of littering behaviour?

2.2 Research findings
The key questions to which we seek answers from the
research are: why do people litter; who litters; what
(exactly) have been the typical anti-litter strategies
researched; what do these studies say about how
particular features of a site affect the amount of
littering which will occur there; and finally what are the
implications of these studies for anti-litter campaigns?

2.2.1 Why do people litter?
Many hypotheses as to why people litter have been
advanced from theory (see for example, Curnow et
al., 1997:37) and apparently from commonsense (e.g.
laziness, lack of social pressure, and the other reasons
listed in KAB 1997:11-12). The social psychology litter
research generally confirms these suppositions.
Sibley and Liu (2003) distinguish between active
littering (such as dropping an item of litter while
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walking along a path), and passive littering (such as
eating a meal at a park bench, and leaving the litter
behind when finished). The main causes of littering
offered in the literature include:

•

laziness (the bin is too far away, McGregor
Marketing 1994a:9, Curnow et al. :37),

•

a perception that litter is not an important
environmental concern (McGregor Marketing
1994a, 1994b), especially compared to ‘the
bigger’ environmental issues of the time (such as
logging native forests and the ozone layer in the
early 1990s – Lenehan Lynton Bloom Blaxland
1990:5,20),

•

for particular venues (such as football stadiums
and movie theatres) a feeling that someone else
is paid to clean up anyway (Curnow 1995, cited in
Curnow et al. 1997:33),

•

location context (tendency to litter in some
places, for example transport sites, but not
others) and cleanliness, lack of litter collection
‘BINfrastructure’ (Community Change 2003:8,
BIEC 2005:47–48); and

•

the type of item can influence disposal behaviour
– for example, people might litter cigarette butts
but not beverage containers (Community Change
2003:8, BIEC 2005:48).

2.2.2 Who litters?
Is youth a factor?
There is a widespread belief that it is young people
who litter the most but the behavioural studies on
this are contradictory. Curnow et al., (1997:27-28)
surveys eight such studies. Four of these reported
that younger people litter more, one concluded that
older people litter more, two stated that there were
no differences in littering behaviour between age
groups and the conclusion of the last study was that
young people are more likely to admit to littering.
This latter finding is supported by focus group
studies by McGregor Marketing (1994a, 1994b).
While differences in methodology (observed versus
self-reported behaviour) can affect the measured
relationship between age and littering behaviour,
there are additional complexities to be considered.
Williams et al. (1997) found from observations of
behaviour, that young people were more likely to
litter when in groups than when alone, while the
opposite was the case for older people. Given that

social interaction among young people in groups
is often about ‘image’ and self-identity, the finding
by Williams, et al. is consistent with the observation
by young participants in the McGregor Marketing
studies that litter was the concern of older age
groups and that it was ‘uncool’ for them to be too
concerned about it.
A more recent study, Curnow and Spehr (2005), found
only a slight reversal of the age – littering relationship
between younger and older people, but they also
found group size affected littering by people in
groups. People, regardless of age, were more likely to
litter when they were part of a large group, than when
they were in a smaller group.
These varied findings on the relationship between
age and littering behaviour suggest that simply
blaming young people for litter (see, for example,
KAB 1997:12, KAB 1996:10) overlooks the fact that
the social and spatial contexts affect the littering
behaviour of many people, not just the young (see
box below).

Are there litterers and non-litterers?
There is a tendency in psychological studies of
littering to relate littering behaviour to people of
a particular demographic status or personality.
Similarly, some of the market research
commissioned by the NSW EPA (e.g. Lenehan
Lynton Bloom Blaxland 1990; Taylor Nelson
Sofres 2000) and BIEC (e.g. Williams, Curnow and
Streker 1997) also segments people into littering
‘types’. While it may be useful to bear these in
mind in the design of community education
programs, such an approach may tend to distract
attention from the fact that much littering takes
place in social and spatial contexts. A particular
person may, to use the Taylor Nelson Sofres types,
be a ‘willful arrogant’ while with a peer group,
but an ‘inconvenient’ in a different social setting.
Similarly, the 2002 National Benchmark Littering
Behaviour study points out that most people who
admit to littering may litter in some places and
not others, and may only litter particular items,
such as cigarette butts (quoted in DEC, 2005a:2).
It is the nature of the social and spatial context
that tends to determine people’s understanding
of what social norms apply to their behaviour in
that location.
7
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Is socio-economic status a factor?
The Curnow et al. (1997:28-29) review of littering
research found five studies that atempted to
investigate whether particular races or classes littered
more. Given the difficulty of observing such factors,
contradictory results were reported. Yet there is
clearly a belief among some specialists in this field
that low income people litter because ‘they feel little
stake in society as a whole’ (Hine 1995:248).
A 1994 study of over 2000 students in the United
States, many of whom were from economically
disadvantaged areas, found that concern about
harming the natural environment was high, although
it was higher among those young people who
came from non-disadvantaged regions (National
Environmental Education and Training Foundation,
1994). When asked directly about the reasons for
reducing litter, young people from disadvantaged
areas thought that it was important ‘to keep areas
clean and nice for people to enjoy today’. There
was a tendency for youth from disadvantaged
areas to focus on the ‘here and now’ compared
to the future-oriented focus of youth from
non-disadvantaged areas.
The study also reported that young people
have definite opinions about the seriousness of
environmental problems, suggesting that school has
an important role to play in environmental education,
and the development of good environmental
practices. An important conclusion was that one of
the reasons that awareness and knowledge about the
environment does not get translated into community
involvement is the absence of programs or a lack of
awareness of opportunities to get involved. The survey
found that young people were willing to get involved,
if appropriate programs are available and promoted.

2.2.3 Anti-littering strategies
Of the 59 studies reviewed by Huffman et al.,
46 investigated what are known as ‘antecedent’
interventions to reduce litter and 13 studied
‘consequence’ strategies. Antecedent strategies
are described (Huffman et al. 1995:154) as ‘stimulus
events prior to the target behaviour that are
developed to increase the probability of a desired
or undesired response’. In other words, they are
strategies which ‘intervene’ prior to the act of littering
and they are designed to reduce the inclination to
litter. Consequence strategies occur after the littering
behaviour and are either penalties (e.g. fines) or
8

rewards for collecting litter (e.g. free drinks or
movie passes).

Antecedent strategies
Huffman et al. (1995:156-7) summarise the typical
antecedent strategies. These include signs urging
not to litter (including signs on bins, handouts to
people and fixed signs), verbal requests not to litter,
employment of people to model correct behaviour,
placement, colour and design of litter bins, various
degrees of cleaning up of the litter areas prior to
observation and region-wide anti-litter campaigns.
In a carefully constructed study in NSW, BIEC (1999)
research used a similar antecedent approach. The
strategies evaluated were anti-littering messages,
installation of new litter bins and the installation of
recycling facilities.
Reams et al (1996) evaluated the possibility that
the introduction of recycling programs would
increase awareness of the litter problem in the
context of broader environmental issues, changing
individual behaviour with regard to littering. It
was proposed that a recycling program would
encourage individuals to litter less, or to pick up and
dispose of litter. However, their findings showed
that, while there was some reduction in the amount
of recyclable litter, recycling programs had little
positive effect on the amount of non-recyclable
litter. Recycling, as a means of addressing broad
environmental concerns, did not necessarily translate
into concern over more specific environmental issues
such as littering (Reams et al. 1996:108).
Site factors are among the most commonly studied
antecedent strategies. In all the behavioural studies
reviewed by Huffman et al (1995), Curnow et al. (1997)
and BIEC (1999) there is strong agreement on a few
key findings:

•

The amount of litter already in a space is a powerful
determinant of littering behaviour, the more litter
present, the more people are inclined to litter.

•

The more convenient the bin placement, the less
people will be inclined to litter.

•

The ‘obtrusiveness’ of bins, (that is, the brighter the
colour or the more startling their design) the more
they will be used. One caution here, however, is
that such bins also seem to attract vandals.

•

People do respond to new signs exhorting them
not to litter and the more polite the sign, the
better. However over time, the impact diminishes.
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•

Designing public space to minimise areas out of
public view or alley ways, will reduce the littering
in that space; and

•

The more community involvement and social
engagement , the more effective the strategy.

In their analysis of active and passive littering,
Sibley and Liu (2003) observed that antecedent
strategies such as placement of additional litter bins
and ashtrays had a greater influence on the rate
of active littering than it did on passive littering.
They suggested that the distinction between active
and passive littering types is important in designing
intervention strategies to reduce littering.

Consequence strategies
Research into consequence strategies, which has
focused primarily on rewards for collection of litter,
rather than penalties for littering, has demonstrated
rewards to be effective, within the relatively small
geographic areas in which they operated (see studies
cited by Huffman et al. 1995:177, Gould League
1994:9). Rewards did not always need to be large
(e.g. small tokens, free drinks) and they could be
sponsored by the companies contributing to the litter
product (e.g. take-away food chains). Grasmick et al
(1991) investigated the penalty side of consequence
strategies, focusing on the role of shame and
embarrassment, as self- and socially-imposed
forms of punishment. An anti-littering campaign in
Oklahoma, USA, which appealed to individuals’ sense
of community, led to significant increases in the
percentage of those who reported they would feel
guilty if they littered. Penalising littering behaviour
can therefore involve more than legal intervention.
One goal of the ‘Don’t be a tosser’ campaign in NSW
was ‘to reinforce the social unacceptability of littering
through a message that other people are likely to
think you are a tosser for littering’ (DEC 2005a:21).

2.3 Implications for anti-littering
campaigns
The behavioural and social psychology studies
endorse multi-level interventions to counteract
littering (see especially Geller et al 1990, as described
in Huffman (1995:178). The highest tier of this
approach targets the greatest number of people
(e.g. nation-wide or region-wide anti-litter and
recycling campaigns). In the layers below this level,
such things as signage and strategic recycling depots

governing larger areas come into play, descending
to small local areas where signs, bin placement and
design are relevant. In smaller areas still, such as those
surrounding commercial outlets, verbal prompts
and retail sponsored rewards may supplement the
existing measures. The NSW Government’s Litter
Prevention Program used a multi-level intervention
approach, with activities at various scales including
the state-wide ‘Don’t be a tosser’ media campaign,
community education programs and workshops,
and supporting and educating councils and other
organisations as they implemented litter prevention
strategies (DEC 2004, 2005b).
BIEC (1999:10, 41) suggests that all such approaches
are ‘cumulative’ (perhaps this could mean building
up from concerted local area action to national
campaigns or vice versa). Also, since many studies
point to the diminishing effects of most types of
strategies, this suggests that all interventions need to
be ‘refreshed’ (slogans updated, bins replaced, signs
reworded). For those interventions which relate to
the smaller scale areas, it is recommended that these
should be tailored to an understanding of the ‘typical
activities, disposal behaviour and characteristics’ of
the people using the areas (BIEC 1999:10).
The social psychology studies suggest that there will
be a particular challenge in designing campaigns
that ‘break through’ some of the youth attitudes to
littering. One avenue may be to use the comments
of young groups that messages showing the impact
of litter on ‘places where we go’ (e.g. on rivers or
the beach) are more effective, as are messages
demonstrating harmful effects on animals and
birds (McGregor Marketing 1994a:12). This approach
accords with other research on the effectiveness of
national campaigns (see, for example, Lenehan Lynton
Bloom Blaxland 1990:5, 22-25) which has stressed the
importance of linking the ‘micro’ issues to the ‘macro’
environmental effects. The aim is to counteract that
view that littering is of no consequence, by illustrating
some of the more harmful effects and by invoking the
notion, more and more apparent as environmental
knowledge builds up, that everything impacts on
everything else. The linkage established between
the ‘Don’t be a tosser’ campaign and the NSW
Government’s environmental brand Our environment
– it’s a living thing represents a step in the direction of
linking micro causes and macro effects (DEC 2005a:7).
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3. Sociological Perspectives:
Litter and society
There is something very rewarding about recycling bottles. Those nagging doubts ease even as one waits for
the reassuring noise of the bottles crashing down into the bottle bank. It is the ecological equivalent of going to
confession; bearing all your past sins in your arms, offering them up, receiving absolution in the shattering of glass,
secure in the knowledge that it will be melted down and made into new bottles.
(Jonathon Porritt 1993)
As mentioned in section 1.3, there is relatively little
sociological literature that deals specifically with
litter. However, it is possible to apply at least some
of the existing theoretical perspectives on social
norms to a consideration of litter norms. In addition,
there have been a number of sociological studies
dealing with related topics that provide useful
insights and possible guidance for community
education about litter.

for example as a gift, the associated packaging
might acquire that meaning as well, so that we are
reluctant to simply throw it away. The complaints that
frequently surface in focus groups that products these
days are over-packaged may be, in part, a reflection
of the frustration that something that portrays the
promises and satisfactions of consumption suddenly
has no further use and must be discarded into the
waste stream or in dirty littered places.

This section takes a different approach from that
in the previous section. Rather than dealing with
‘factors’ that researchers have hypothesised a priori
as causing littering behaviour, it investigates the
meanings that litter and littering have for people.

On the other hand, some forms of packaging may
almost define themselves as litter before, or as soon
as, they are separated from their contents. Douglas
(1966) notes the almost universal dislike among
humans of substances that blur the boundary
between self and the exterior world, such as sticky
and viscous substances that adhere to the skin. As
such, bits of packaging that stick to the skin are likely
to be discarded as soon as the person doing the
unwrapping can detach them, and they may become
litter. The nature of earlier versions of ring pulls that
separated from the can, a common litter item at the
time, may have contributed to their becoming litter
because of the discomforting way in which the ring
around a finger held a piece of sharp metal in close
proximity with the flesh of the hand.

3.1 Packaging and litter
Litter surveys continue to show that a substantial
proportion of litter originates from the packaging
of consumer goods. Furthermore, a casual perusal
of almost any retail establishment shows modern
packaging is, in many cases, as important in creating
the consumer’s understanding of their purchases
as the product within the packaging. As Hine (1995)
points out, in self-service retail stores, the package
must perform many of the roles once performed by
a sales person behind a counter. The package must
help in making the potential purchaser feel at ease,
must be readily recognisable for the loyal customer,
and must demonstrate how its contents will meet
the needs of its purchaser. Increasingly, packaging
is also used to deliver advertising slogans and brand
messages to potential customers (Roper and Parker
2006). With the exception of plain homogenous
materials like brown paper, aluminium foil, or plastic
film, packaging can still carry rich associations when
separated from the product it contained. These can
make the transition from packaging to waste or litter
discomforting. Where the object has special meaning,
10

A further example of packaging that has meaning
brought about by its discomforting properties is the
plastic bag. Reeve (2005) argued that plastic bags
have become symbols of a number of disturbing
aspects of modern life where items with positive
attributes that we appreciate also pose problems.
Whilst plastic bags are useful objects in their strength
and transparency, they also have their dangers — for
example, small children have suffocated by putting
them over their heads, they may give off dangerous
vapours when burnt, and there have been a number
of scares over chemicals moving from plastic into the
food it is meant to be protecting.
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Figure 3
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However, Reeve (2005) also points out that much
of the meaning associated with plastic bags is not
through its properties as a substance, but because of
its behaviour as litter. Plastic bags and other plastic
packaging can move long distances as litter and so
foul nature reserves or endanger wildlife that gets
entangled in, or swallows it. Reeve also presents
evidence from a number of sources that people can
project onto plastic bags a wide range of global
and regional environmental concerns that occur
when the cast off by–products of industrial society
reappear before us in new forms that threaten our
existence. Not only does the plastic bag stand for the
ills of modern life, but also, but often it does not stay
“away” when thrown away, so it resonates with things
that come back to haunt us.
Finally, in addition to packaging that defines itself
as litter by its physical properties, there is another
way in which packaging can become litter in the
mind long before it becomes litter on the ground.
This has its origins in the marketing of consumer
goods. Convenience for the customer has been an
important driving force for technological innovation
in consumer goods. Not only is convenience a
selling point for the product itself, but involves the

packaging in a chain that stretches from convenience
in selecting from the goods on display (e.g. blister
packs), to convenience in transport (e.g. spill proof
containers) and convenience in unpacking (e.g. ring
pulls). The emphasis on convenience along this chain
can make the minor effort required in the final link
in the chain, i.e. appropriate packaging disposal,
seem relatively burdensome. Littering is a convenient
choice for the consumer at the end of the chain, for
whom convenience has become an expectation, or
is even regarded as a right. The group identified as
‘inconvenients’ in the Taylor Nelson Sofres (2000)
focus group work reflected this motivation for
littering (DEC 2005a).

3.2 Places and litter
Lynch (1990) argues that littered places send a strong
message to individuals that social control has been
relaxed or is nonexistent. This is largely consistent
with the findings of the psychological research
reviewed in the previous section. Littered places
can suggest a local relaxation of sanctions against
littering or a more general relaxation of social control.
Littered areas might be perceived to be the haunts
11
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of petty criminals, or particular groups with different
norms to those of wider society. The relationship
between the incidence of litter and perceptions of
social control sets up a powerful positive feedback
loop, most clearly seen in the case of illegal dumping,
that can lead to rapid accumulations of litter in
formerly litter-free areas. The amount of litter present
in a particular setting ‘sets a norm for littering versus
antilittering behaviour in that setting’ (Hansmann
and Scholz 2003:753).
Areas that are out of public view can attract the
furtive litterer but, as Lynch points out, also children
and teenagers who need the freedom from adult
gaze and control to engage in play and fantasy. With
this suspension of reality, littering is robbed of social
disapproval and may be unnoticed by the litterers
or take on entirely different meanings within the
play context. Entertainment venues such as picture
theatres and sports stadiums also combine the
suspension of reality, a seated audience oversupplied
with food packaging who cannot reach a bin without
disturbing others, and the provision of cleaning
services after the event — a potent force for littering
that was also identified in the focus group work of
Taylor Nelson Sofres (2000).
Other public places may have a social dynamic
that reinforces norms against littering. Engwicht
(1992) describes a Paris street in which all the seats
of side-walk cafes face the centre of the street
(from which cars are absent). The social interaction
between pedestrians walking the street and the
cafe patrons creates a sense of belonging to a
community and reaffirms its social norms, so that
littering by pedestrians in front of the cafe audience
is extremely unlikely.
Clearly, when it comes to litter, all places are not equal.
Lynch (1990) and Douglas (1966) are in agreement
that waste objects are more discomforting in some
places than others. Certain combinations of litter and
place are more likely to excite disgust, attract political
attention, and provoke the emergence of social
norms against particular acts of littering. In general,
it appears that the greater the dissonance between
the meanings associated with the place and with the
litter objects, the greater the disgust. Lynch gives the
example of litter in a church. Broken glass on beaches
attracted political concern in Sydney in the early
1960s. More recently, the occurrence of discarded
syringes on beaches used for surfing carnivals
exacerbates the discomforting image of sharp objects
hidden in soft sand in providing a contrast between
12

the low points of drug addiction and the healthy
activities of a surf carnival.
Environmental designers and city planners
frequently use their analysis of these social meanings
attached to places in order to create public spaces
and environments that are both ‘attractive’ and
‘utilitarian’. Rapoport (1990) argues that much of
the meaning ascribed to the built environment is
based on non-verbal communication. Although
auditory, olfactory, and sensory cues may influence
our understanding of the built environment, it is the
visual cues we receive that are largely responsible
for the formulation of meaning. Rapoport maintains
that fixed-features (architectural elements that
remain relatively unchanged), semi-fixed features
(partitions, planters, rubbish receptacles, etc), and
non-fixed (or informal) features (people, their actions
and behaviours) all influence how we understand and
interpret the environment around us.
Such environmental cues are particularly important
when people do not know each other or when there
are no other ways to understand the local culture or
accepted ways of behaviour. However, at present, it
seems difficult for designers to create public spaces
that will enhance and accommodate a broad range
of meanings for a variety of users. Yet, Milgrom (1998)
argues that this range of meanings is necessary to
the creation of sustainable cities, and that these
meanings must emerge from everyday life, by the
people, not from government regulation or the
marketing strategies of developers. Other researchers
(Plas and Lewis 1996) have suggested that
environmental variables of town design contribute
significantly to fostering a shared understanding of
a sense of community, critical to the sustainability
of living environments.
Part of a sense of community or social identity can
relate to particular physical locations and this has
become known as place attachment, following the
seminal studies by human geographers in the 1970s
(e.g. Tuan 1974 and Relph 1976). Environmental
psychologists describe place attachment as
comprising place dependence (i.e. the physical
use of a location) and place identity (i.e. emotional
attachment to a location) and have found that
higher levels of place dependence and identity are
broadly related to environmentally responsible
behaviour (e.g. Vaske and Kobrin 2001, Uzzell et
al. 2002). The aggregate levels of environmentally
responsible behaviour by citizens contribute to urban
sustainability more generally, and some studies have
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argued that social cohesiveness, identity and place
attachment are necessary requirements for urban
sustainability (e.g. Pol 2002).
While this place-based body of work in
environmentally responsible behaviour has not been
extended to littering behaviour, it nevertheless points
to a potentially fruitful direction for further research.
Given that the emotional attachment to a place is
built upon the symbolic meanings that the place
holds for the user, then these meanings are likely
to be related to littering behaviour. Understanding
these relationships can assist in improved design of
public places, with the aim that the act of littering
should become entirely dissonant with the meanings
that theses places hold for their users.
Including potential users in the creation and design
of public places) has been proposed as a means of
ensuring that these places are more responsive to
users’ needs and are meaningful to them. There is an
important role for local government in encouraging
this participatory planning in a genuine process
of ensuring that public spaces create the kinds of
meaning and place attachment that foster better
litter disposal behaviour. In particular, young people’s
involvement in the creation of livable and litterfree public spaces is encouraged by environmental
designers who argue that their involvement fosters a
more caring attitude for the environment in general
(Hart 1997).

3.3 Litter-free public spaces
as commons
In the past two decades, there has been growing
interest in the study of how commons such as
fisheries, underground water reserves and air quality
are governed – the so-called ‘New Institutionalist
School’ (see, for example, Ostrom 1989, Baland and
Platteau 1996). What is of interest in this school is
not so much the detail of statute laws that may
regulate resource use, but rather the nature of, and
interactions between, informal and semi-formal
local institutions that ensure the resource is used
sustainably without recourse to statute law.
Litter-free public spaces can be regarded as
commons, insofar as the individual litterer reaps the
reward of having disposed of an unwanted burden,
while all users of the public space bear the costs,
both aesthetic and for cleaning up. For most public
spaces, the possibility of being apprehended and

charged for littering is relatively low because the cost
of having sufficient law enforcement staff patrolling
the public to apprehend even one per cent of all acts
of littering would be prohibitive. As Farrier (1992:87)
points out, the penalties for environmental offences
are more important as a means of reaffirming social
norms for potential offenders than as a means of
changing the future behaviour of offenders who are
apprehended. From the institutionalist perspective,
the interesting question is why, given the extremely
low probability of apprehension, do public spaces
remain as clean as they do? What is the system of
informal institutions, such as local behavioural norms,
that prevents people doing what is most convenient
for themselves?
In simple terms, it comes down to most people
being aware of local behavioural norms and of
the possibility of their transgressions being noted
by others, and to the balance between the cost
of conforming and the embarrassment of being
singled out for failure to conform. The institutionalist
perspective applied to littering would propose
that there are eight conditions that have to be met
if public areas were to remain perfectly litter-free
(Table 2). Many of the causal factors leading to
littering that have been discussed in the previous
sections are examples of the failure to meet these
formal conditions. The difficulties in meeting
these conditions fully for any particular public
space suggests that, while the operation of social
norms keeps public spaces cleaner than they might
otherwise be, total cleanliness will always be an
impossible goal.

3.4 Litter and morality
3.4.1 The litter-‘morality relationship’
There are any number of historical and ethnographic
studies (see, for example, Douglas 1966, Hoy 1995,
Bashford 1994) demonstrating that ideas about
cleanliness are inextricably linked with ideas about
morality. The early experiences of urbanisation and
immigration in large cities have provided a powerful
foundation for the connection of litter, dirt and
untidiness to the poor, the immoral, and particular
ethnic groups.
In the 1920s, the soap industry, fearing declining sales
due to economic structural changes that resulted in
less people being in dirty occupations, introduced
13
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Table 2
The Litter-Free Commons — Failures and Remedies
Formal Condition
1

There exists a pattern of waste
disposal behaviour that leads to
everyone being better off if it is
followed

2

Everyone understands that 1 is
the case

Example of Failure

Example of Remedial Action

Lack of awareness or
rejection of social norms

School litter education to establish
social norms
Social marketing or regulation to
affirm norms

3

No one can litter without being
noticed by others

Areas in public spaces that
are out of sight

Appropriate design of public spaces

Everyone is prepared to censure
any litterers they observe and
praise those who dispose of
waste appropriately

Individualistic society makes
‘minding your own business’
a more powerful norm than
‘being public-spirited’

Legislation to facilitate ‘dobbing’

5

Everyone knows that 4 is the case

Litterers believe that
everyone around them will
condone their littering

Make the possibility of censure for
littering more visible, e.g. uniforms for
civilian litter rangers, bumper stickers
‘I dob litterers’

6

Censure and praise is not too
costly to those who give it

Those who would censure
litterers are fearful of their
personal safety

Courses in positive and nonaggressive censure

7

The personal benefits of deviance
are not greater than the personal
costs of receiving censure

Littering fines not sufficiently
high to be regarded as a
significant personal cost

Increase littering fines

8

The personal costs of compliance
are not greater than the personal
benefits of receiving praise

The ‘inconvenients’
identified by Taylor Nelson
Sofres (2000)

Design of packaging and public spaces
that makes appropriate litter disposal
convenient

4

the implied moral disapproval advertising format to
increase sales of personal and household cleaning
products. This format has had enduring success
and is an important influence on the reaffirmation
of social norms about cleanliness. The industry was
particularly successful in its use of this format in
the period of postwar prosperity, to the extent that
standards of cleanliness in public spaces declined
markedly in the 1950s. This led to the defensive move
by the packaging industry to form the Keep America
Beautiful movement (Hoy 1995). To the extent that
the cleanliness industry continues the focus on
personal and household cleanliness, public spaces are
always at risk of being seen as the implied (and dirtier)
14

Using CCTV cameras and loudspeakers
to monitor littering (Branson, 2006)

Rewards and public recognition for
public spirited citizens
Encourage citizens to become ‘litter
marshals’ (Harrison, 2003)

‘other’ against which personal and household spaces
are contrasted. In other words, the more commercial
effort is put into selling personal and household
cleanliness products, the dirtier public spaces are
perceived to be, and so more likely to be littered.

3.4.2 Litter and ‘moral panics’
The relationship between litter and morality may
evolve in the cyclical fashion of moral panics. These are
periods in which popular, media and political attention
is focused on deviant groups as a threat to the moral
fabric of wider society – examples include the Bodgies
and Widgies moral panic in Australia, the Mods and
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Rockers panic in the UK and, more recently, moral
panics about homosexuality and AIDS. The following
features of moral panics (after Cohen 1972, Jenkins
1992 and Thompson 1998) are relevant to littering:

•

youth is perceived to be the morally deficient
group responsible for the problem (e.g. the
attribution of littering to youth recorded in both
the EPA/DECC’s and other research – McGregor
Marketing 1994a, 1994b; KAB 1997:12, KAB 1996:10);

•

as the media develops new story frames around
the phenomenon, a wider range of social problems
are presented within these frames and held to
demonstrate the seriousness of the problem
(e.g. the use of the Clean Up Australia frame by the
media for stories about waste management);

•

the shifting of blame from local levels of
governance to national levels is frequently justified
by the claim that the particular problem is part of
a wider, more fundamental, malaise that requires
attention at a high level (e.g. the promotion by
environmentalists of national container deposit
legislation as a solution to littering);

•

following from the above point, the perception of
institutional inadequacy at the local level leads to
demands for wider powers and harsher penalties
at the local level (e.g. the periodic raising of
penalties for littering); and

•

moral panics can involve what is termed symbolic
politics and the politics of substitution, in which
a particular issue is pursued because it is a more
readily understood symbol for another issue
which cannot be so readily pursued (e.g. for some,
litter is symbolic of a more serious problem of
the overall materials-intensiveness of modern
industrial economies).

There is general consensus that moral panics occur
at times of ambiguity, or as Schudson (1989:174)
puts it, times when there is a ‘demand’ for meaning,
i.e. times when many of the symbols and meanings
within the cultural repertoire fail to resonate with
people’s experience of reality. At these times, people
will be particularly sensitive to culture, presumably in
the search for symbolism and meaning in which new
experiences can be anchored, ‘searching the skies
for cultural leadership’ as Schudson put it. Bennett
and Lawrence (1995:25), concluded that news icons
were important during times of official uncertainty
and changes in public understandings in ‘create[ing]
junctures for cultural challenge and innovation’.

The amount of media attention paid to litter has
certainly varied over time in Sydney (see Figure 4).
While it is doubtful that this variation reflects fully
fledged moral panics of the kind that gave rise to
the theory sketched above, it is nonetheless worth
noting that some of the peaks of media attention to
litter in Sydney coincide with times when there may
have been a demand for meaning. Such times include
the end of World War II, the beginning of the first
wave of environmentalism in the late 1960s and early
1970s and the period of greenhouse and ozone hole
concern in the early 1990s.
The timing of litter campaigns has rarely been
considered in relation to cycles of media attention to
litter. Campaigns must frequently be linked to policy
initiatives, so that the opportunities for flexibility in
timing may be limited. Nonetheless, there remain
valid questions as to what might be the implications
of launching a campaign on the crest of a moral panic.
Does it increase the effectiveness of the campaign,
or ensure that its messages are lost when the moral
panic subsides? In answer to the first question, it may
be the case that such campaigns with appropriate
content could capture more serious public attention
than they would at other times. In answer to the
second, it is likely that most moral panics leave behind
them a series of symbolic meanings that structure
future understandings. Campaign symbolism may
struggle for visibility amid the symbolism that has
currency during a moral panic, whereas campaigns
during quiescent periods may have the advantage
of being able to stake out symbolic territory with
higher visibility. So it is by no means clear whether
litter campaigns are better launched at times when
litter, related waste issues and broad environmental
concerns are in the news, or at times when the media
and political gaze are elsewhere.

3.5 Litter and community debate
Litter is discussed and depicted at many levels
throughout society, from parliamentary debates, to
media articles (Figure 4), to literature and art. Taken
it its entirety, litter discourse is by no means the
same across time and space. At different times, and
in different places talk about litter revolves around
different concepts and assumptions and employs
different metaphors and rhetorical devices (Table 3).
How litter is being talked about can be important
in the development of frameworks or filters that
people apply in understanding new information
15
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Figure 4
Litter in the News — Sydney Morning Herald, 1930–1997 (source: Reeve, 2005)
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Mentions of litter in the media have varied significantly since the 1940s. Peaks have been associated with:

•

1940s – the shortage of cleaning staff and the increase in the number of people in transit which led to
increased litter levels in the CBD;

•

late 1950s and early 1960s – waste management infrastructure was overwhelmed by the growth in affluence
during the 1950s, leading to increasing roadside dumping;

•

late 1960s and early 1970s – a period of increased environmental concern and concern about litter, with
strengthening of legislation against littering;

•

late 1980s and early 1990s – after a decline in attention following the introduction of the “Do the Right
Thing” campaign, levels of concern about litter began to rise again, fuelled partly by the focus on the
harbour during the bicentenary and the amount of foreshore litter, and reinforced by the success of Ian
Kiernan’s Clean up the Harbour campaign which became Clean up Australia. The heated debates about
waste management during the early 1990s also contributed as journalists made litter emblematic of broader
waste management issues.

about littering (e.g. Cantrill 1992 in relation to
environmental advocacy generally).
As mentioned earlier (Ch 1.3), the litterbug discourse
which frames litter as a people problem is more
commonly found in discussions of littering by the
packaging industry or its representatives (see, for
example, Macgregor Marketing 1994b), while the
de-materialist discourse2 which frames litter as
2 The idea that the flow of physical materials lies behind all
human affairs has origins stretching back to ancient Indian
and Greek philosophers, and was also expressed in some
of Karl Marx’s thinking. More recently, the disciplines of
industrial ecology and ecological economics recognise that
flows of materials and energy connect human societies to
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a packaging problem, is more commonly found
among environmentalists. Public education about
litter in the 1980s drew mainly on the elements
of the litterbug discourse. The ‘Do the Right
Thing’ campaign of the 1980s was evaluated by
Lenehan Lynton Bloom Blaxland in 1990 at a time
of heightened concern about environmental
issues, in particular the greenhouse effect and the
the natural world in a co-evolving system. The de-materialist
viewpoint seeks to maintain human wellbeing while reducing
the quantity of material flows and their impact on the
environment. Packaging is often taken as an emblematic
example of the need to decrease the amount of materials
used by modern economies.
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ozone hole, that occurred in the late 1980s and
early 1990s in most developed nations. Also about
this time, Ian Kiernan’s first attempts at large scale
community clean-ups in Sydney had achieved levels
of participation and collected weights of litter that
exceeded all expectations.
With the benefit of hindsight, it is not surprising that
the Lenehan Lynton Bloom Blaxland (1990) evaluation
concluded that the framings within the litterbug
discourse had lost a lot of their impact in the shadow
of the worrying global environmental concerns of that
time. As a response to the feeling of powerlessness
experienced by the public when it encountered media
stories on the greenhouse effect and ozone holes, the
strategy recommended by Lenehan Lynton Bloom
Blaxland made good sense. Their recommendation to
marry the two issues of littering and recycling and, in
particular, to shift the moralistic overtones of ‘Dothe
Right Thing’ to the encouraging empowerment
of ‘everyone doing their bit’ amounted to an early
articulation of the ‘small steps’ discourse (Table 3).
Ungar (1998) used this term to describe environmental
advocacy and public education that called for people
to undertake small, simple, convenient behaviour
changes which, in aggregate, would ameliorate
environmental problems. Ungar describes the
small steps discourse as a dominant discourse

across industry, government and environmental
organisations in Canada for much of the 1990s.
Elements of the small steps discourse became
widespread in NSW during the 1990s. They are found
in NSW EPA/DECC/OEH programs (e.g. advice on
improving stormwater quality, such as washing cars
on lawns instead of the road or reducing energy
use in the home), and in environmental advocacy
by NGOs (e.g. the range of Tidy Towns activities,
Sydney Friends of the Earth waste minimisation
advice). Reeve (1999), in a review of the NSW EPA’s
waste education research up to that time, suggested
that the evaluative research undertaken to that
time showed that there was a tendency for some
people to regard their participation in incremental,
not unduly inconvenient, recycling behaviours as
absolving them from further responsibility to protect
the environment. The public now has a wide range of
small steps from which to choose actions to reduce
their impact on the environment. Public awareness
of these is likely to range from limited knowledge
of a small number of behaviours recently given
exposure in the media, to more comprehensive
knowledge developed from reading any of the many
“101 Household Tips to Save the Environment” style
publications, media articles etc that have appeared
since the 1990s.

Table 3
Talking Litter — The Structure of Some Litter Discourses
Litterbugs

Small steps

De-materialist

Basic concepts

Individuals, laws and
norms, litter, shame,
punishment, tidiness

The community,
empowerment,
encouragement, local
environment

Society, the economy,
material and energy flows,
global biogeochemical cycles

Assumptions
about people

With sufficient deterrents
for deviance, people will
obey laws and norms

People will take small not
too inconvenient actions if
the reasons are explained to
them

People are largely powerless
to affect the amount of
packaging produced and
therefore the amount of litter

Assumptions
about the
environment

None

If lots of people take the
small step of refraining from
littering the environment will
improve

If the materials-intensiveness
of the economy is reduced,
the environment will improve

Metaphors
and rhetorical
devices

Litterbugs

Every little bit helps

The throwaway society

Do the right thing

Do your bit

Bring back returnables

Don’t be a tosser
17
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The Taylor Nelson Sofres (2000) focus group work,
while not reporting specific elements of the small
steps discourse, nevertheless suggested that
much of the changed emphasis in litter education
recommended by Lenehan Lynton Bloom Blaxland
(1990) was reflected in public attitudes and values in
2000. By this time, litter appeared to have acquired
a wide range of environmental meanings beyond
discarded packaging in public places, disapproval
of litterers had not disappeared, and a new danger
dimension had appeared, stemming from syringes
and condoms in litter. The Lenehan Lynton Bloom
Blaxland 1990 evaluation discussed the possibility of
extending “Do the Right Thing” to a wide range of
environmental issues and behaviours and, while the
idea of “doing the right thing by the environment”
did enter popular consciousness during the 1990s,
there is a substantial difference between doing the
right thing by local tidiness and doing the right thing
by the environment.
From the environmental philosopher’s perspective,
Singer (1990) points out that environmentalism is
little more that an “expanding circle of concern” in
which the moral consideration of the impact of one’s
actions on others is extended from people to the
environment, or to particular classes of creatures
within it. So while it might seem simple to give litter
an environmental justification, there are marked
differences in how wrongdoing might be regarded if
it is regarded as an offence against people or against
the environment.
Firstly, littering as an environmental offence,
compared to litter as an offence against people,
suffers the disadvantage that, when there is a conflict
between human welfare and environmental welfare,
human welfare is almost invariably put before the
environment. As sociologists point out (e.g. Schaeffer
and Lamm 1992) social norms do not apply to
behaviour in one-to-one correspondence, where
each behaviour is governed by one, and only one,
social norm. Multiple norms are relevant to any one
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behaviour. For example, should a person observing
a litterer in action be guided by the “mind your own
business” or the “be public-spirited” norm?
Second, because of the complexity of the ways
in which litter may cause environmental damage,
littering as an environmental offence has available
to it a greater range of more tenable rationalisations
to excuse littering behaviour. For example, compare
the weakness of excuses such as “someone will clean
up anyway” or “the bin was too far away” (littering
as an offence against people), with the strength of
excuses such as “apple-cores are a good food source
for ants/possums”, or “that waterway is so polluted,
one more bit of rubbish won’t make any difference”,
or “paper breaks down quickly in the environment
— it’ll be gone in a few weeks” (littering as an
environmental offence).
Lastly, littering as an environmental offence can draw
excuses from the small steps discourse with a wide
range of offsetting atonements. For example: “Yes,
I do drop the occasional bit of litter, but I religiously
recycle everything and compost all our kitchen
scraps” probably invites more forgiveness in many
quarters than “Yes I do drop the occasional bit of
litter, but I’m an active member of Lions and I’ve been
scoutmaster with the local scouts for thirty years”.
With diseases such as AIDS and hepatitis now
providing an association of personal danger to litter,
there is almost a full turning of the wheel to the street
litter of the late 19th century and early 20th century,
when the urban sanitation movement drew attention
to dirty streets as sources of disease and ill health
and to litter as an offence against people. While such
an association may seem to offer a range of creative
opportunities for re-activating the moral dimension
in anti-litter messages, this is a very difficult area to
enter given the range of associated attitudes and
values amongst the public.

C h a p te r title

4. Economic Perspectives on Litter
Litter that in public spaces can be seen as an
example of the ‘tragedy of the commons’ (Ch 3.3)
is, to an economist, an ‘externality’ or ‘social cost’
problem. From the point of view of society as a
whole, litter is an unintended and unwanted side
effect of producing goods and services. Goods such
as beverages and food items are produced and
dispensed in convenient packaging, part of which, for
whatever reason, ends up as litter. In this sense, litter
is an external social cost imposed by the producers
and users of packaged products on others in society.
The economic principles used to ‘solve’ problems of
external social costs are to:

•

find the most effective policy instrument to
ensure that the true social cost of producing the
items littered is reflected in the price paid for those
products; and

•

clarify the legal ownership of what is causing
these costs and where the costs are being felt.

In the case of the first principle, it is only when true
costs are reflected in prices, that the market will
give accurate price signals. Giving more accurate
price signals will allocate resources throughout
the economy in ways which involve less wastage
of scarce resources. Ultimately, everyone could be
better off.
In the case of the second principle, ownership of
packaging can be a contentious question. One view is
that packaging material should remain the property
of the manufacturer. A recent pilot study in the UK
(Roper and Parker 2006) identified the prevalence of
“branded litter” in a city centre. The most commonly
identified brands of packaging as litter coincided
with those brands most popular in the UK market.
The researchers contended that brand owners of
should bear some of the costs of removal of their
“silent salesmen” from the landscape.
The opposing view, generally favoured by industry,
is that packaging becomes the property of the
purchaser of the products, although there are
situations where industry prefers to retain ownership
for example, of pallets used to deliver some
products delivered. The boundaries of ownership
and responsibility are always open to definition and

clarification in statute law, one possibility being to
define all packaging as remaining in the ownership
of industry.
Consumers buying litter-producing products such
as beverages are bearing some of the cost of litter
where the beverage industry contributes to clean
up campaigns and litter research etc., and this is
included in the price of the beverages so consumers
incur this cost directly. However consumers (as
property owners) also bear, by way of a portion of
rate charges, the cost of local government clean
up. They also bear the cost of having to dispose of
litter they are individually responsible for. Whether
the portion of litter clean up costs borne by local
government is, in effect, a subsidy to the beverage
industry, depends critically upon the question of
packaging ownership and responsibility. If industry
relinquishes all responsibility at the point of sale,
then local government clean-up costs are part of
local government’s responsibility for maintenance
of public infrastructure. However, if littering is a
result of packaging design and quantity, then local
government clean-up costs may be a subsidy to
industry. This may lead to a view that the sharing of
clean-up costs should reflect the balance between
industry’s contribution to the litter problem
through its production of packaging, and citizen’s
contribution to the problem through littering.
However, this argument does not take account of
recycling and the contribution of raw materials to
industry through litter control.
This raises two questions. Firstly, does the current
balance between industry contributions internalised
into product prices and clean up costs borne by
the public sector accurately reflect the relative
contributions of industry packaging and citizen
misdemeanour? Secondly, what is the relative cost
effectiveness of litter prevention and clean up costs
internalised into product prices, or costs borne by
the public sector? The first is a question of fairness —
who should bear the costs? The second is a question
of efficiency — who can reduce litter to acceptable
levels at least cost? Only industry can change the
nature of packaging or the price of products. Only
governments can regulate the layout of public places
or fine people for littering.
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To date in NSW, these questions have been neither
studied nor debated in any depth in relation to litter.
These questions have received far more attention
for recycling and waste management at both State
and national level. In 2006, Keep Australia Beautiful
piloted an annual branded litter assessment as
a component of its National Litter Index (KAB
2006b). However, the execution of such studies was
methodologically difficult and the findings were
hotly contested.
Examples of economic policies which would allocate
a higher component of litter costs directly into
the price paid for litter-producing goods include
container deposit legislation, direct regulation to
place sole responsibility for managing packaging
waste on industry, such as the German Green Dot
Program, and direct taxation schemes such as are
practiced in Norway (e.g. Russo and Shah 1994
and Sustainable Consumption and Production
1997). In Norway, a graded system of taxation has
been established for drink containers – the higher
the percentage of containers collected, the lower
the tax rate.
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Such policies as these ‘internalise’ the cost of the litter
externality where the costs are passed on so that
the consumer pays the true social cost in the price
charged for the products purchased.
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5. Litter: Participation and learning
5.1 Community Involvement
Most research on litter minimisation and prevention
strategies discusses the significant role of community
involvement (e.g. Huffman et al. 1995). The extensive
literature concerning community involvement and
user participation (e.g. Friedmann 1987, Park 1993,
Gaventa 1993, Rydin and Pennington 2000, Webler
and Tuler 2006)3 shows that some researchers and
practitioners consider participation as an ideology
while others consider it as a method. Those who view
it as ideology see participation as a given cornerstone
of research projects or development initiatives.
In the short term, these initiatives engage people
affected by a particular problem in an analysis of
their own situation, emphasising self-reliance and
making it possible for these individuals to see the
bigger picture. In the long term, proponents of such
initiatives aim to empower people psychologically
and politically to effect social change. On the other
hand, those who view participation as method are
more likely to accept the inevitability of economic and
social development initiatives originating outside the
‘community’ whether place-based or interest-based.
In these situations, participation becomes a useful
technique to accomplish development goals,
projects, and programs and is invaluable to ‘getting
things done’. Projects attempting to involve citizens
in litter prevention strategies are also subject to
these considerations.
Based on evidence from the citizen participation
literature, we suggest there will be three main
predictors of participation in litter prevention
projects or campaigns. Firstly, the literature on
participation (e.g. Gran 1983, Ryder and Pennington
2000) has consistently observed that people prefer
to come together because they have a personal stake
in the outcomes. This stake can relate to outcomes of
the participatory process, or to ideological goals such
as environmental justice and redressing imbalances
in power (Webler et al. 2001). In addition, many
individuals who participate in community activities

3 The last mentioned reference is one of eight articles in a
special issue of the Policy Studies Journal that review past
experience and current issues in public participation in
environmental management.

report that they were getting involved because ‘not
participating’ had ceased to become an option.
The nature of the litter problem must, therefore,
be serious and a source of immediate concern, if
significant participation is to be forthcoming. People
are more likely to perceive a payoff to becoming
involved in a litter reduction program if it is a local
program pertaining to places that are significant
to them.
Secondly, the participation literature emphasises that
an inclusive style which gives the participants a vision
of a transformed society, combined with a concrete
set of proposals to achieve that vision, makes
members more willing to risk an alternative mode of
behaviour. In addition, institutional and communitybased support systems are critical if one wants those
who are traditionally disenfranchised to get involved
in the process (e.g. Korten 1986, Gran 1983).
Finally, individuals, organisations, informed outsiders,
and governments must work to create and sustain a
participatory research and development framework
within a neighbourhood or community. Trust is
integral to the success of this process. The literature
(e.g. Drucker 1986) notes that most participatory
initiatives require acts of partnership. Partnerships
are built over time, and require concerted effort
and trust. Trust building is a process within which
demands are made on the participants, thereby
testing the partnership. Trust is earned.
In New Zealand, a project to reduce street litter
and storm water debris in the marine environment
reported considerable success because of a concerted
effort that involved residents, business operators,
and industry. Encouraging citizens to understand
and take ownership of both the problems and the
solutions meant that litter incidence was not ‘blamed’
on any one group of individuals. This project was also
unique as it focused on adult education as much as
the education of children because project organisers
believed that adults were influential role models
(Island Care NZ Trust 1996). In the United States, Wolch
and Rowe (1992) reported that the transformation
of a park to serve the needs of dog owners was
successful in part because there was grass-roots
participation in park maintenance and responsive
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environmental design. Although not directly focused
on litter reduction, Stephen Darley (1994) points out
that collective action by residents from working class
communities in Adelaide and Melbourne resulted in
improvements in local environmental quality and in
greater community cohesion.

5.2 Learning for sustainability
Environmental education had its origins in
emergence of modern environmentalism in the 1960s
and, initially, took on the framings of environmental
problems of that time, such as an emphasis on
environmental activism, pollution prevention and
nature conservation.
In recent years, reviews and policy statements of
environmental education in Australia and other
developed countries show a shift towards more
systemic and critically reflective thinking about
a broader concept of sustainability that includes
economic and social sustainability, in addition to
ecological sustainability (see, for example, Tilbury
and Cooke 2005; Potter et al. 2004). This shift is
consistent with changes in policy and academic
analysis of environmental issues, including:

•

the linking of environment and economy in
the ideas introduced in the Brundtland report
(WCED 1987) and subsequently developed in the
discipline of ecological economics (Daly 1991);
and

•

the critical examination of the relationships
between environment and society in sociological
schools of thought such as ecological modernism
(Hajer 1995) and environmental sociology (Catton
and Dunlap 1980), and the development of
university curricula in social ecology.

In addition to its systemic and critically reflective
approach, education or learning for sustainability
also involves:

•

examining the links between desired future goals
and current behaviour;

•

participative building of trust and commitment in
partnerships for change; and

•

mentoring and facilitatory approaches to learning
(Tilbury and Cooke 2005).

The learning for sustainability approach underpins
current strategic frameworks for environmental
education published by governments in
22

Australia (e.g. the Commonwealth Government’s
Environmental Education for a Sustainable Future:
National Action Plan of July 2000, and the NSW
Government’s Environmental Education Plan for
2007-10 – Learning for Sustainability).
In these policy documents and elsewhere, little
attention appears to have been given to how litter
education in particular might fit within the broader
context of learning for sustainability. There are
a number of possibilities where litter education
might contribute to the broader goals of learning
for sustainability.
Firstly, the appropriate disposal of items rather
than discarding them as litter is one of the simpler
environmentally responsible behaviours in the suite of
behaviours required of citizens in a sustainable society.
Consequently, litter education at primary school can be
regarded as part of early learning about social norms
and the behaviours expected of citizens in society.
Community education about litter through social
marketing (e.g. DEC 2005a) helps maintain awareness of
these norms and behaviours throughout adulthood.
Secondly, litter education that focuses on the
environmental impacts of litter, such as the
transmission of litter objects from public spaces
to waterways through the stormwater system,
provides a learning context in which people can
be encouraged to reflect upon how their actions
in everyday life affect the environment. The causal
chain from discarded object, transmission through
stormwater drains, and to impacts on wildlife is an
obvious one that is easily appreciated. Compared to
many other changes to behaviour that are needed
for future sustainability, the simplicity of this
causal chain, the low cost of responsible behaviour
to the individual, and the readily demonstrated
environmental impact together make litter education
a useful component in any education program that
aims to create greater awareness of the links between
personal behaviour and sustainability.
Lastly, learning about litter in the context of waste
generation and materials intensiveness of modern
societies can contribute to a more systemic and
critically reflective appreciation of the complexity
of sustainability issues. The health and convenience
benefits of modern packaging, set against the
volume of waste and the ease with which it enters
the litter stream, provides a familiar departure point
for critical reflection upon technology, sustainability
and personal behaviour.
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6. Conclusions
There are no miracle cures for litter
BIEC research suggests that, at a national level,
litter disposal behaviour improved in 2003 and
2004, having changed little for a number of years
before then. Their investigation indicated a notable
improvement in Sydney as well, particularly in 2004
(BIEC 2005:12–13). These data would suggest that the
policy mix adopted at a National and State level has
succeeded in getting the littering message across,
at least to an extent. Nonetheless, anti-littering
strategies will need continued renewal as sociocultural change brings new meanings to the use and
disposal of packaging, and technological change
brings new packaging materials.

There exists a wide range of approaches to
address litter problems
These can be viewed as a hierarchy, in which
State-wide generic approaches establish some
of the conditions for the success of regional and
community level approaches, which in turn establish
further conditions for the success of the micro-level
design approaches studied in behavioural research.
Necessarily, this range of approaches requires policy
action at all levels of government, as well as industry
and interest groups. Consequently, there will remain
a need to facilitate cooperation and coordination
among these different players with an interest in
litter issues.

There are a number of possible
State level approaches
These include legislative approaches in the areas
of littering and packaging reform, litter education
through the schools system and community
education programs, social marketing through
the mass media. State governments also have
a leadership role in supporting industry, local
government and government agencies and interest
groups including the litter-related NGOs, and
fostering cooperation and coordination among the
main policy actors. State governments may also
target particular littering problems that appear to be
resisting current policy efforts by providing additional
resources for research and policy innovation.

Broader legislative approaches could
be considered
The definition of littering has been broadened and
the fines for littering have been increased from time
to time but, compared to the range of approaches
used overseas, the approach used in NSW has
focused on regulation supplemented by education.
There appears to have been relatively little research
done on the relative merits of broad scale policy
instruments for litter control. Most of the available
research in this area has focused on recycling, with
litter as a side issue. If the debate in the literature
and elsewhere over the relative merits of measures
to increase recycling (container deposit legislation
versus kerb-side collection, for example), is any
guide, this kind of research for litter policy is likely
to be difficult to undertake, and yield results that
may be hotly contested. Nevertheless, debate and
broadening of the options under consideration,
particularly antecedent strategies such as packaging
reform, is likely to prove useful in ensuring the most
cost-effective litter control measures are in place.

Litter education through primary and
secondary schools will remain important in
developing appropriate behavioural norms
The school playground is public space in microcosm
where children become aware of the social norms
governing packaging disposal. It is important that
litter education in primary and secondary schools
continues to stress both the environmental impacts of
litter and societal expectations about litter disposal.
In addition, if education strategies can be adapted to
involve the entire school community – children and
parents – this will result in a considerable broadening
of the audience reached by these strategies.

Linking litter action to other current issues
Litter often becomes linked with other public concerns
of the day. At the time this literature review was first
undertaken, in 2000, it appeared that litter as an issue
for the public had become diffused with a wide range
of environmental meanings, which supplemented
the largely social and moral connotations in earlier
decades. By 2007 the connections between litter and
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waste management and recycling which emerged, for
example in NSW in the early 1990s during a period of
focus on waste issues, had largely subsided. On the other
hand, the moral and environmental connections had
been maintained by litter-related mass media campaigns
in the period 2000-2003.
There will continue to be opportunities to bring litter
to the front of the public mind by connecting it with
prominent public concerns. To date the thrust of the
connections between litter and the environment
has been on the impact of litter items on the natural
environment. In the drought period of 2003-07, with
the focus on water, litter may have receded as a public
issue. While the maintenance and reinforcement of social
norms against littering will be an on-going need in mass
media campaigns, there may be new secondary themes
that could be introduced to replace or strengthen the
environmental connection. This might include, for
example the energy/emissions costs of cleaning littered
public spaces and, perhaps, the energy loss represented
by discarded materials.

At the local level, there will continue to be
a need for litter education, regulation and
good design
The literature reviewed in this study suggests that
local government and other public space managers
need to continue their efforts against litter. Because of
the massive ongoing private investment in marketing
cleanliness products that is continually creating symbolic
meanings associated with personal and household
space, public space, as the ‘other’ against which cleansed
personal and household space is compared, is under
constant threat of devaluation. However, this may be
off-set to some extent by the ‘cafe society’ trend, in
which food consumption moves from private to public
spaces, with the consequent revaluation of these spaces.
Statutes and local ordinances will continue to require
periodic strengthening to reaffirm social norms against
littering, and encourage pride in public places. Statutes
or ordinances to make it easier and reduce the risks
for those who would censure litterers are a relatively
new approach, and could be considered in light of the
conditions required for litter-free areas, set out in Table 2.
There is ample evidence from the literature that there
are a number of ways of obtaining the sense of local
ownership and relevance that enables social norms
against littering to be effective. These include:

•
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community participation in the design and
management of public space;

•

coupling local litter education with community
involvement strategies;

•
•

building on community place attachment; and
appealing to community pride in marketing and
education campaigns.

At the micro-level, we suggest that behavioural litter
research has probably reached the point of declining
marginal returns as a generic solution to littering
problems.
The existing body of knowledge from the behaviourist
and social psychology literature provides ample
guidelines for the design of litter receptacles, their
positioning, and of public spaces generally. However,
as technological change results in new types of public
spaces, and new types of litter bins, this research
will still have a useful role to play in fine tuning
litter infrastructure design. But it is important that
behaviourist and social psychological research not be
seen as the only way of researching the litter problem.
This research, potentially deflects attention from the
fact that litter is more than a problem of misbehaviour
by individuals and should be open to being addressed
by all the means available to a democratic society.

Other areas for litter research that could
assist litter policy in adapting to the constant
changes in culture and packaging technology
The relative merits and cost-effectiveness of the many
approaches that are possible in litter prevention
and control are remarkably under-researched. This
literature research did not uncover much literature in
this field overseas, although it is possible that there
may be significant studies that have been conducted
by overseas governments that are not readily located.
If litter policy-making is to continue its move to
more strategic and integrated approaches, it will
need to move beyond behaviourist research focused
on the act of littering. Specifically, it will need to
include research that improves the understanding
of the contributing factors along the chain from
packaging design and manufacture, to retailing
and consumption.
Access to good quality litter incidence monitoring
will continue to be an essential resource to any
evaluative litter policy research that might be
undertaken in the future. Within this, branded litter
incidence monitoring, while not establishing industry
ownership of packaging beyond the point of purchase
in a legal sense, may assist in encouraging industry
innovation to avoid packaging that is unduly prone to
becoming litter.
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