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A
fter a decade working with communities to help  
increase participation and tonnage connected to  
curbside recycling programs, the Curbside Value  
  Partnership (CVP) has amassed quite a library of best 

practices and learnings.  To date, we’ve worked with more than 
30 communities and four states around the U.S., and our focus 
has always been on tying education efforts to measurable results.  
And in planning campaigns, answering key questions is central 
to campaign planning with any community partner, such as “did 
the campaign help lift participation?” or “did tonnages go up?”  

But we also get asked a lot about individual strategies.  “What’s 
the most effective tactic for reaching people?” or “Do billboards 
work?” and “Do you have to have money dedicated to advertising?” 

CVP advocates for fully integrated campaigns.  In other words, 
reaching people in multiple ways and reaching them multiple times, 
to achieve the greatest impact.  But last year, CVP decided to develop 
the CVP Connect “Test Kitchen” grant program to explore questions 
about specific tactics, and to provide answers grounded in data. 

After an application process, CVP selected six communities 
as “Test Kitchen” grant recipients and worked with each closely to 
develop and execute their chosen grant activities. Communities’ 
activities fell into one of three broad buckets: direct marketing, 
peer-to-peer outreach and traditional advertising.  Each community 
was awarded a $10,000 matching cash award and up to $15,000 of 
in-kind marketing and creative support from CVP. 

Here’s what we learned.

Direct marketing
We tested the efficacy of direct mail postcards and door hangers in 
two communities: the City of Grand Prairie, Texas, and La Porte Solid 
Waste District in La Porte County, Indiana.

Grand Prairie developed a direct mail postcard and door hanger 
with a specific call to action: Residents were told to call to receive a 
free recycling bin delivered to their door.  The idea was to determine 
which medium – postcard or door hanger – was more effective and 
to test how both stacked up against doing no outreach. 

After delivering material to separate test groups of 300 house-
holds each and measuring set-outs over a six-week period, Grand 
Prairie officials found that postcards yielded higher results in set-
outs than door hangers.  This is interesting since both used the same 
basic message.

Households that received the postcard had an average set-out 
of 54.3 percent at the end of the six-week period, compared with 
46.9 percent for the door-hanger group.  The control group, which 
received no outreach at all, averaged a set-out rate of approximately 
44 percent. 

And what was the response to the call to action?  The commu-
nity received 47 bin requests from the combined 600 households 
who received either a postcard or a door hanger.  Of the 47 requests, 
27 came from the door hanger recipients and 20 from the postcard 
recipients.  The bottom line: There was no statistically significant 
difference between door hanger and postcard outreach and both 
proved to be more effective than no outreach at all. 
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La Porte County, Indiana, meanwhile, 
wanted to focus on raising participation 
rates and lowering contamination rates in 
the rural, southern part of the county.  To 
address these issues, organizers distributed 
a direct mailer that included visuals of what 
can and cannot be recycled to help residents 
better utilize the program. 

After comparing participation and 
contamination rates for the test group 
households and three separate control 
groups that did not receive the mailer, La 
Porte officials concluded none of the rates 
significantly improved as a result of the 
direct mail outreach.  Organizers believe 
there are larger systemic issues in dealing 
with the rural population that cannot be ad-
dressed through direct marketing.  Barriers 
include inconvenience and distance to curb 
(households in this area have driveways that 
often measure more than a mile long, which 
discourages residents from rolling out their 
carts for collection) and a perception that 
recycling is unnecessary.  Some residents in 
this community believe they can more easily 
burn their recycling with garbage than set it 
out at the curb. 

Peer-to-peer outreach
CVP has long believed the personal connec-
tion that comes with peer-to-peer outreach 
is one of the most effective ways to change 
recycling behavior.  Social marketing gurus 
Doug McKenzie-Mohr and Wesley Schultz 
reiterate this in their book, Social Marketing 
to Protect the Environment: What Works.  
The Green Alliance in Natchez, Mississippi 
and the community of Durango, Colorado 
focused on peer-to-peer outreach to connect 
and communicate with residents. 

As a fairly new residential curbside pro-
gram, the Green Alliance, the organization 
that promotes recycling in the region that 
includes Brookhaven and Natchez, Missis-
sippi and Vidalia, Louisiana had a need to 
focus on increasing awareness and participa-
tion among residents.  With CVP’s sup-
port, Green Alliance developed a unifying 
campaign called “Divert It.”  Because high 
school football is such a huge part of the 
community culture, Green Alliance trained 
local high school football players and 
cheerleaders as volunteers for conducting 
door-to-door outreach and delivering door 
hangers, which helped lend credibility and 
excitement to the campaign.  The idea was 
to look at the power of engaging residents. 
In Natchez, officials tracked participation 
rates for six weeks after the outreach took 

place.  They found when volunteers left 
the door hanger but did not interact with 
residents, there was an average participa-
tion increase of 11 to 12 percent.  But when 
interaction did take place the participation 
rate increased by 14 
percent.  Two neigh-
borhoods served as the 
control groups and 
received no personal 
outreach or door hang-
ers, and there was no 
change in participa-
tion in either of those 
groups. 

The second per-
sonal connection test 
community involved a 
small but enthusiastic 
group of individuals.  
Residents in Durango, 
Colorado were reported 
to have a strong passion 
for the environment 
and recycling.  But 
when in doubt about 
the recyclability of 
a specific material, 
residents would throw 
it away instead of 
recycling it.  Since a lot 
of new materials had 
been added to the list 
of accepted materials, 
recycling organizers 
felt significant im-
provements were possible.  

Therefore, Durango’s outreach was focused 
on informing residents about the wide 
breadth of materials that can be recycled. 

Durango organizers developed a block-
captain program which involved training 

City of Grand Prairie
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Direct mail image from campaign in Grand Prairie, Texas.

Durango campaign leave-behind prompt.
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community members to conduct door-to-
door outreach in their neighborhoods.   
Volunteers hit targeted areas, and house-
holds were only counted if actual outreach 
occurred.  Materials were never left at a 
home without a conversation with a resi-
dent.  Volunteers asked residents to pledge 
to learn the list of what can be recycled and 
to do their best to recycle everything on it 
for four weeks.  Residents were also given a 
magnet and brochure to serve as reminders 
of their pledge and what was accepted. 

Among the six test neighborhoods, 
Durango saw an increase of 14 percent in 
tonnage compared with baseline data from 
the four weeks before the outreach began.  
Durango officials also found the test neigh-
borhoods recycled approximately 10 percent 
more than the six control neighborhoods 
during the pledge period. 

Traditional advertising
Billboard, transit and other types of tradition-
al advertising are fairly common tactics when 
it comes to communicating messages, but 
gauging their effectiveness and value can be 
difficult.  CVP worked with Athens-Clarke 
County, Georgia and the City of Fayetteville, 
Arkansas to test specific advertising tactics 

and measure the impacts on their recycling 
programs.

Home to the University of Georgia, 
Athens-Clarke County has a large popula-
tion of young residents, and officials there 
wanted to introduce fresh messaging that 
would speak to this audience and encour-
age participation in recycling.  The county 
targeted traditional “on the go” advertising 
activities, including billboards, exterior 
transit bus ads and recycling truck signs 
within Athens, where they could control the 
exposure and reach to their targeted audi-

ence.  With CVP’s help, they developed the 
“MORE” campaign, which used a strong 
symbol that translated well across the differ-
ent media channels.  Advertisements ran for 
six weeks.  

Over a three-month period, Athens-
Clarke measured tonnage and found that 
the test group showed a stronger response 
to the advertising compared to the control 
group, a suburban neighborhood outside of 
Athens.  The test group, statistics showed, 
recycled 6.4 percent more than the control 
group. 

“More” campaign image from Athens, Georgia.
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Another college town, Fayetteville, 
Arkansas, wanted to inform residents 
about what can be recycled and motivate 
them to recycle more.  They tested transit 
and radio advertisements as well as stick-
ers affixed to pizza boxes from a local piz-
zeria.  The ads drove residents to an online 
quiz where they could test their recycling 
IQ.  Fun but relevant questions educated 
them about the program in a lighthearted 
way and offered a chance to win weekly 
prizes.  Because of the broad nature of 
the advertising, Fayetteville was unable to 
segment control and test groups.  Instead, 
officials used year-over-year data to mea-
sure results and saw a slight increase in 
tonnage – 2.6 percent –  during the “Test 
Kitchen” activities period compared with 
years prior. 

Test Kitchen 
takeaways
Overall, the “Test Kitchen” findings reiter-
ate that education works.  Beyond that, the 
trials demonstrate direct marketing can be 
one of the most effective ways to commu-
nicate with residents.  The messages reach 
residents at home, where they engage in 
recycling.  

On the peer-to-peer outreach front, 
the tests showed while creating actual con-
versations may be more time-consuming, 
connecting with residents is an extremely 
effective way to share information and 
make lasting impressions.  In Durango 
in particular, organizers found this to be 
true.  By combining the one-on-one out-
reach with the pledge to recycle they were 
successful in encouraging behavior change 
with residents.  The Green Alliance’s 
data, meanwhile, proved personal contact 
when delivering the door hangers made 

the effort a more effective one than simply 
delivering a door hanger with no interaction.  
Keep in mind, however, that this tactic’s 
effectiveness also depends on your commu-
nity’s culture.  While Durango had success 
with personally delivering door hangers, not 
all communities have residents who would 
be open to receiving them.  Some parts of 
the country would see this as an unwelcome 
intrusion, so it’s important to know your 
community’s culture. 

Not surprisingly, traditional advertising 
proved to be the most difficult to measure.  
Because of its broad reach, it’s difficult to 
target specific audiences.  Additionally, less 
accurate tracking metrics exist.  In other 
words, you can’t measure how many people 
viewed your billboard or transit ad on any 
given day.  Finally, most traditional advertis-
ing reaches residents outside of their homes, 
which can impact its effectiveness.  While it’s 
important to caution against comparing one 
community’s results against another’s, we 
have gathered some general observations:

The time of year that outreach is 
conducted can have an impact.  Sum-
mertime is more difficult to connect with 
residents because schedules are not routine.  
Alternately, deep winter months can prove 

challenging for cold-weather communities, 
when there are fewer opportunities to reach 
people outside.  Additionally, weather can 
affect how likely people are to set out their 
recycling each week. 

The length of time the outreach is 
conducted affects the results.  You could 
see an initial lift, but is it sustained?  Alter-
nately, you may not see an initial bump, 
but notice a gradual rise later on.  Unfor-
tunately, length of outreach is often tied to 
budget and staff resources, which is some-
thing many communities cannot control. 
There is no getting around the fact that 
sustained communication is important.

For more resources and information 
about CVP’s “Test Kitchen”,  
contact Heather McNamara at  
heather.mcnamara@hkstrategies.com.  For 
more information about CVP Connect, 
visit www.CVPConnect.org.   

Beth Schmitt is board chairperson for the 
Curbside Value Partnership, the leading 
national nonprofit group dedicated to helping 
communities grow and sustain curbside recy-
cling programs. She is also director of recycling 
programs at Alcoa and can be reached at  
beth.schmitt@alcoa.com. 

Heather McNamara is a senior vice 
president with Hill+Knowlton Strategies, an 
international public relations firm, and pro-
vides communications support to CVP and its 
partner communities. She can be reached at 
heather.mcnamara@hkstrategies.com. 

The Curbside Value Partnership is 
a 501(c)(3) organization designed to grow 
participation in curbside recycling programs 
nationwide. It is the only current national 
program that engages all recycling stakehold-
ers (including government, private industry, 
haulers and materials recovery facilities) to 
identify solutions for improving curbside 
recycling programs through education and 
data analysis. 

What are some effective education tactics? 
• Peer-to-peer outreach can be useful in 

influencing residents.  

• Time is needed to adequately train vol-

unteers about the program and  

messages but is important as it will make 

them more likely to be effective in  

connecting with residents. 

• It’s key to have a clear, concise call to  

action for your direct marketing piece.

• Tying a recycling pledge to outreach has 

repeatedly shown it can produce results.

• Direct marketing reaches people where 

they recycle, in their homes, making it 

a valuable tactic, though printing and 

delivery costs can be expensive.  

• Make sure it is clear who the direct  

marketing piece is coming from to  

provide credibility.
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