
Socio-Economic Influences on Recycling Performance* 
 
Recycling managers hotly debate what are the best systems for recycling collections and rightly so. The 
convenience and quality of recycling collections, together with their relationship to other waste services, 
has a big impact on recycling rates achieved. Promotion too has an influence, although no magic buttons 
have yet been found to boost recycling by as much as collection service improvements. The other, 
frequently over-looked, set of factors having a big influence on recycling performance is the 
characteristics of people receiving the recycling service. 
 
A recycling participation study covering 2,500 households in Bristol, which I managed for The Recycling 
Consortium, found that the following demographic variables (in order of statistical significance) were 
most associated with differences in participation for kerbside recycling collections: 
 

1) Socio-economic status - recycling participation increased with household affluence (see Chart A). 
2) Housing tenure - owner occupiers recycled more than those living in rented accommodation. 
3) Employment - recycling participation was higher for retired householders and lower for 

unemployed householders. 
4) Length of residence - those who had lived in an area for over 2 years recycled more than those 

living there for less than 6 months, indicating that high turnover groups, such as students, will be 
harder to involve in recycling schemes. 

5) Age - householders aged 60-74 recycled most and those aged 16-34 recycled least. 
6) Children and their age - households with two or more adults and no children recycled most, while 

recycling participation was lowest for households with children aged 0-4 and single adult 
households with children. 

 
These factors (and other conclusions) were identified through cross-referencing results from participation 
monitoring, Council Tax band records, focus groups, a questionnaire survey, round weights and waste 
analysis. 

CHART A - Kerbside recycling participation in Bristol increases with property values as indicated by Council Tax 
Band, with recycling increasing from Band A households to those in Bands F, G and H (except for cans). 



Socio-economic factors, as well as being one of the biggest causes of variation in recycling performance 
within areas, are also a significant cause of performance variation between areas. As part of a study on 
maximising recycling rates for the Community Recycling Network, which was published in October last 
year, data was collected on recycling performance in a number of areas with services that can be regarded 
as representing current good practice (see table). These areas have well-managed multi-material kerbside 
recycling collections serving most households with containers provided and collections made weekly or an 
alternating cycle with refuse. These criteria aimed to ensure that variations due to service factors were 
minimised and enabled deprivation scores to be accurately identified for each area. 
 

KERBSIDE & BANKS Eastleigh Daventry New Forest Bath &NES Hounslow Peterboro' Bristol Lambeth Leicester 

Year 2001/02 2001/02 2001/02 2001/02 2001/02 2001/02 2001/02 2001/02 2001/02 

Deprivation (2000 Indices) Score 10.6 10.8 12.5 13.7 25.8 27.3 28.5 38.3 40.2 

Households in District 47,000 28,000 75,599 72,000 86,000 67,000 169,245 130,000 117,000 

Kerbside Coverage 100% 100% 79% 99% 85% 99% 88% 77% 94% 

Kerbside Container Green Bin Twin Boxes Clear Sack Green Box Green Box Green Box Black Box Green Box Green Bag 

Kerbside Frequency Alternating Weekly/Alt Weekly Weekly Weekly Weekly Weekly Weekly Weekly 

Main Sorting Point MRF Kerbside MRF Kerbside Kerbside MRF Kerbside Kerbside MRF 

MRF Reject Rate 15% <0.5% 10% <0.5% 1% 7% <0.5% <0.5% 18% 

PAPER YIELDS (Kg/Household) 128 91 93 98 71 81 58 39 52 

GLASS YIELDS (Kg/Household) 37 54 39 50 33 15 42 24 12 

CANS YIELDS (Kg/Household) 13 13 7 5 4 3 3 1 3 

OTHER MATERIALS (Kg/House) 43 10 43 5 10 25 3 2 18 

TOTAL YIELDS (Kg/Household) 220 167 182 158 117 124 106 66 85 

 
Strong relationships were found between material yields (from kerbside and bank collections) in these 
areas and deprivation scores, with levels of statistical association calculated to be 65-90%. So that as 
deprivation scores increase the recycling yields, achieved by similar services, decreases (see Chart B). 

 
CHART B - Recycling yields achieved by current good practice services in England decrease as deprivation scores 
increase, so that the highest recycling performances are achieved in least deprived areas. 



Similar, but inverse, relationships were also found between the recyclable materials content of refuse and 
deprivation scores, so that more recyclable materials were put out with refuse as deprivation scores 
increase. However, the overall arisings of recyclable materials, especially paper and glass, also decreased 
with increased deprivation, so households in deprived areas do, to a certain extent, produce less 
recyclables than households in affluent areas.  
 
In the maximising recycling study, we undertook an analysis of the recycling rates that would be achieved 
in England if current good practice services were implemented throughout the country. This took account 
of the relationships identified for performance variation with deprivation scores for kerbside and bank 
collections and for the performance variation achieved through kerbside composting collections and 
recycling at Civic Amenity Sites. This analysis showed it would be expected that these services would 
currently achieve an overall recycling rate for household waste of 27-36% (depending on whether free 
kerbside composting collections are offered for garden waste). However, in high deprivation areas this 
drops to 20-24% and in low deprivation (affluent) areas an overall recycling rate of 33-47% would be 
expected. 
 
These should not be regarded as maximum recycling rates that can be achieved and in the study we 
identified a number of actions that would allow higher rates to be achieved, including: 

• Promotion initiatives to increase participation and recognition rates, which should help to reduce 
the performance variation associated with deprivation. 

• The collection of new materials, in particular food waste. 
• Waste reduction, especially for disposable nappies and carrier bags. 
• More home composting. 
• Increased material separation at Civic Amenity Sites and for bulky household waste collections. 
• Increased recycling and composting of cleansing wastes, especially plastic bottles, drinks cans and 

autumn leaves.  
 
We estimated that these measures would allow recycling rates of about 62% to be achieved, but even this 
should not be regarded as the maximum that can be achieved. As zero waste advocates rightly highlight, 
much more attention should be paid to avoiding unnecessary resource-use and to designing products for 
reuse, long life and end-of-life recycling or composting. With the widespread adoption of this approach 
and a supportive policy framework, recycling rates of more than 60% could be achieved in the future. We 
may have a long way to go before even 30% is achieved, but one of the conclusions of the maximising 
recycling study is that the services to do this are already in place in England and just need to be 
implemented more widely. 
 
 
FURTHER INFORMATION 
 
Bristol Recycling Participation Study; Report for The Recycling Consortium by David Mansell (2001) - 
available by e-mail from mail@avon-foe.org or KateT@recyclingconsortium.org.uk 
 
Maximising Recycling Rates: Tackling Residuals (2002) by Dominic Hogg, David Mansell and Network 
Recycling - available for download from www.crn.org.uk 
 
 
 
* Published as ‘Targeting the link between wealth and reccling rates’ in Materials Recycling Week, 9 May 
2003: ‘What factors contribute to higher and lower recycling rates? David Mansell, development manager of 
Avon Friends of the Earth, outlines some recent findings’. 


