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Recycling is a critical pro-environmental 
behavior to reduce waste and conserve 
resources. Although attitudes toward 
recycling are generally positive among 
the public and university communities 
(Oskamp et al. 1991; Kelly et al. 2006), 
waste management continues to be one 
of the greatest challenges for university 
sustainability efforts (Kaplowitz et al. 
2009; Smyth, Fredeen, and Booth 2010). 
While many people intend to recycle, 
these efforts can be disrupted if a 
recycling decision is confusing or difficult 
to make. Ideally, recycling is a habit, 
one that does not take much cognitive 
effort and one that is part of a routine. 
This is often the case with items easily 
associated with recycling and visually 
shown in recycling signage – aluminum 
cans, water bottles, and glass bottles. 
However, when someone must dispose 
of an item that does not fall into a clear 
recycling category, confusion ensues and 
people often forfeit their good recycling 
intentions by placing items in the trash.

A strategic communication campaign to 

reduce uncertainty and provide concrete 
suggestions for recycling decisions 
through visual messages is a viable 
solution to campus waste management 
and conservation efforts. Indeed, 
students, faculty, and staff on campuses 
around the world have themselves 
asked for improved signage to help 
their recycling efforts (Kelly et al. 2006). 
University communities need concrete 
messages that focus on the “what, how, 
and where” for recycling decisions, 
rather than abstract motivations for why 
one should recycle in order to reduce 
cognitive tension and stress associated 
with daily recycling decisions (Oskamp 
2000; Kaplowitz et al. 2009).

We are proposing a two-phase project to 
increase recycling on UT Austin’s campus 
by reducing confusion associated 
with recycling items and increase the 
ease of decision-making at the point 
of action through a communication 
campaign. Phase 1 will identify how 
UT Austin students, faculty, and staff 
think about recycling, as well as their 
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actual recycling behavior to gain insight 
for why individuals at UT Austin may 
not fully utilize the recycling resources 
on campus. Findings will guide the 
development of a strategic campaign to 
increase positives attitudes and recycling 
behavior. In Phase 2, the strategic 
recycling campaign will be implemented 
and tested for effectiveness by tracking 
the impact on recycling attitudes and 
behavior.

This project will operate out of the Stan 
Richards School of Advertising & Public 
Relations, and it will reflect the School’s 
focus on merging theory and practice. 
It will also emphasize the importance 
of grounding strategic communication 
recommendations on research data. A 
variety of data collection approaches 
– surveys, observations, in-person 
interviews – will be used throughout 
the project to guide the development of 
the messages in this campaign, as well 
as in the evaluation of its impact. While 
the campaign will be executed primarily 
at the point of consumer behavior, it 
will also have an ongoing social media 
component managed by an advertising 
graduate student and incorporating 
work from a social media class in the 
School of Advertising & Public Relations. 

Thus, the campaign will raise general 
awareness about how to recycle at UT 
Austin while also improving behavior 
in the times and places that UT Austin 
students, faculty, and staff decide 
whether or not to recycle.
In addition to the practical impact of 
the proposed campaign on recycling 
behavior at UT Austin, this project 
will make a variety of contributions to 
research in recycling promotion and 
strategic communication. It will assess 

actual recycling behavior instead of 
simply recycling intentions, which is 
crucial given recycling is a behavior 
where intentions may not perfectly 
align with intentions. Additionally, it will 
rely on assessment of implicit attitudes 
related to recycling, whereas most 
research focuses on assessing individuals’ 
explicit attitudes; while explicit and 
implicit attitudes often correlate, a 
mismatch could be a source of cognition 
tension or confusion and contribute to a 
failure to recycle. Finally, this project will 
be an opportunity for UT Austin students 
to be involved in the research process 
– a graduate advertising student will 
manage a team of undergraduates who 
will conduct much of the interview and 
observational data collection to inform 
campaign design in the fall and assess its 
effect in the spring.

We believe this communication 
campaign has the potential to 
fundamentally change how the UT 
Austin campus views recycling and 
complement the many sustainability 
efforts already in place at UT Austin (e.g., 
Recycle Right, UTconserve). Our project 
does not target one section of the 
student body. The goal is to improve the 
recycling behavior of the entire campus 
community – all students, faculty, and 
staff – by reducing uncertainty about 
what to recycle. A better understanding 
of recycling that starts on the UT Austin 
campus has the potential to spread 
across Austin as students, faculty, and 
staff go about their lives. A successful 
campaign at UT Austin also has the 
potential to gain publicity and national 
attention, delivering on the idea that 
what starts at UT Austin can indeed 
change the world.
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