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Over half of the materials that enter Vermont landfills are recyclable or compostable (ANR, 

2013).  The disposal of these materials in landfills represents a waste of money, energy, and 

shared resources resulting in significant environmental impacts such as increased 

greenhouse gas emissions and landfill expansion (ANR, 2013).  In 2012, the Vermont 

General Assembly passed Act 148, which mandates the diversion of all compostable and 

recyclable materials away from landfills by the year 2020.  To achieve this goal residents 

and institutions throughout the state will be required to dramatically change deeply 

ingrained waste disposal behaviors.  Public funding to develop programs that will prepare 

Vermonters for these changes is not currently available.  In light of these objectives and 

challenges, the MS Food Systems Immersion class of 2015 developed a project to facilitate 

the implementation of the household food waste diversion mandate with a proposed public 

education and social messaging campaign. 

 

The proposed campaign broadly includes these elements: 

●  Modeling of food waste diversion and composting behaviors by early adopters 

●  Public participation from different demographic groups 

●  Culturally resonant messages that ‘speak’ to Vermonters 

●  Networking and sharing of resources between key institutions 

 

Drawing on several research methods, the team has developed the following deliverables, 

contained in this report: 

 

●  An analysis of demographics and motivations of ‘early adopters’ who attended 
“Waste Warrior” trainings for food waste diversion offered by Chittenden Solid 

Waste District 
 

●  Results of a survey of eighteen Vermont Solid Waste Management Entities 

(SWMEs) focused on preparedness for Universal Recycling   
 

●  The following marketing materials available for use by interested parties: 
 

o A slogan: “Give a Scrap” 

o A mascot: “Scrappy” the Apple Core 

o A jingle: “Give a Scrap: Compost Jingle” 
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Based on the insights gained from these analyses and our background research, we 

recommend that the following steps be taken to facilitate the implementation of Act 148:    

    

Secure funding for infrastructural supports and outreach efforts to assist SWMEs, 
haulers, and residents 

 

Make the “closed loop” vision a reality by working to develop more composting sites, 
as well as identify innovative uses for the generated compost 

 

Establish a social marketing campaign that provides a universal set of educational and 

promotional materials for all SWMEs to circulate to residents in their districts. This 

campaign should: 

 

o Appeal to Vermonters’ values of innovation, leadership, stewardship, and civic 
engagement 

 

o Leverage early adopters such as Waste Warriors and Master Composters, and 

expand their reach 

 

o Make use of a slogan, mascot, and  jingle, using an online platform to 

increase the public’s awareness of, and participation and interest in, the goals 
of Act 148 
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Reduction of food waste has emerged as a concern at 

local, national, and global levels in recent years.  

Popular media have taken up the issue as it has 

grown in seriousness and scope. Over the past 25 years, Vermonters—like most other people 

in the developed world—have been throwing away more than ever before.  Pressure on our 

landfills has increased, while landfill capacity has dramatically decreased.  This problem 

was compounded after the passage of Vermont Act 78, which required the closure of small 

landfills that did not meet environmental requirements.  Over the same period, new uses 

and markets for recyclable materials have emerged, allowing for the potential diversion of a 

significant portion of waste material.  There has also been increased recognition in the 

scientific community that the decomposition of landfill materials is a significant source of 

harmful greenhouse gases (ANR, 2013; Shamlian, 2014).  Thus, maximizing waste 

diversion has both economic and ecological advantages for the state in the long run.   

 
In 2012, through the unanimous passage of Act 148, the Vermont legislature became the 

first to mandate “universal recycling”.  Act 148 is set to unfold according to a staggered 

rollout schedule extending until 2020, at which point all recyclable materials in Vermont—

including compostable food waste—are required to be diverted from landfill disposal.  

 
Act 148 takes great strides forward in addressing Vermont’s landfill crunch, as well as the 

state’s environmental policy goals.  The law recognizes that convenience, incentives, and 

mandates will all play important roles in maximizing rates of compliance, and includes 

mechanisms for facilitating success by drawing on these three approaches.  Our research 

team has identified a fourth overarching approach that could play a determinant role in the 

success of Act 148—that is, the implementation of a successful social marketing campaign 

to inform the public.  Whenever new mandates are placed upon the public—especially 

those that require additional expenditures of time or money—there will inevitably be 

citizens who do not understand the long-term benefits in light of the immediate costs.  Well-

thought-out public information campaigns, which draw on the latest research in social 



 2 

Goal:  

Create a public 

information campaign that 

raises awareness of the 

food waste diversion 

elements of Universal 

Recycling  

 

marketing and are crafted to reflect the social values held by the target audience, are a 

critical building block for successful legislation.  This report lays out the research and 

recommendations of our University of Vermont (UVM) Food Systems research team 

concerning public information campaigns designed to facilitate the implementation of one 

specific mandate included in Act 148—that of household food waste diversion. This has been 

identified as a key area where waste diversion rates need to be improved, and also given the 

timeframe we felt our efforts could help lay the groundwork for foreseeing and addressing 

current concerns so that households can begin to change their food waste behaviors ahead 

of the legislative timeframe.   

Our UVM research team—led by Dr. Cheryl Morse 

and comprised of five Food Systems Master’s Program 

graduate students—has conducted a multi-phase 

research project in order to help facilitate the successful 

rollout of Act 148.  Through consultation with officials 

at the Vermont Agency of Natural Resources (ANR) 

and the Chittenden Solid Waste District (CSWD), we determined that our research role 

should focus on public outreach in conjunction with the new law.  We identified household 

food waste diversion, which will become mandatory in the State of Vermont beginning in 

2020, as a key area where public outreach will be effective in both maximizing the public’s 

understanding of the bill’s intent and encouraging high rates of compliance.  Research into 

food waste diversion is also a natural fit because it represents a key area of expertise within 

our food systems research team.  

 

To inform our recommendations for effective public messaging surrounding Act 148’s 

household food waste diversion mandate, we divided our overall research approach into a 

number of focused efforts.  We first conducted extensive background research, drawing on 

both academic texts and popular approaches to successful public messaging and social 

marketing.  This literature review (presented below) includes syntheses of our findings 

concerning how to build successful public information campaigns.  Specifically, we focused 
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on the following subject areas: social marketing, identification of key audiences and 

demographics, methods used to craft messages that resonate with those target audiences, 

successful means to change public behavior (including a discussion of previous efforts to 

facilitate household food waste diversion), and finally an analysis of values intrinsic to 

Vermonters.  It is our hope that this last category may help to inform recommendations for 

relevant, relatable messaging within the Vermont context.  

 

Our team also undertook a number of original research efforts using both qualitative and 

quantitative analysis to: (1) get a sense of Vermonters’ opinions toward household food 

waste diversion, (2) identify key focal demographics within the state, (3) realize challenges 

and successes faced by rural and urban 

home composters, and (4) understand what 

is currently being done at the municipal 

level to facilitate household food waste 

diversion.  The team obtained permission to 

conduct this research from the UVM 

Human Subjects Research office.  In order 

to familiarize ourselves with present on-the-

ground efforts, we also conducted informational interviews with leaders from ANR, 

CSWD, a Colchester school-based food waste diversion program, and the UVM media and 

communications department.  In order to understand the practical implications of 

household food waste diversion within the state, our team worked with several 

undergraduate and one graduate student to conduct interviews and site visits with four 

individuals certified as “Master Composters” through the UVM Master Composter 

Program.   

 

Based on our interviews with CSWD officials, along with our background research findings 

concerning the importance of early adopters in broad-scale behavior change, we identified 

participants in a CSWD public outreach program called the “Waste Warrior Training” as 

key early adopters of food waste diversion in Vermont.  To better understand outreach 

efforts being conducted to support the mandates of Act 148, and to understand the 
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motivations of attendees, we observed the proceedings, and also developed and distributed a 

participant survey at two of these “Waste Warrior” training sessions.  

 

Finally, we developed and distributed an online survey to managers/directors of Vermont’s 

Solid Waste Management Entities (SWMEs).  The survey questions were designed to help 

us understand current practices employed to encourage food waste diversion, and to 

ascertain district needs and attitudes toward the food waste diversion requirements of Act 

148.  This survey was emailed directly to managers of all Vermont SWMEs, including 

towns with approved plans (with the exception of one town for which no email address was 

available).  

 

Based on both the literature review and the original research we have conducted, we have 

developed a deep understanding of the issues at play surrounding facilitation of increased 

household food waste diversion in a Vermont context.  We have therefore made a number 

of recommendations (see Action Steps and Recommendations, below), upon which ANR, 

CSWD, and/or other organizations interested in increasing household food waste diversion 

may draw as they craft messaging and public outreach strategies surrounding the rollout of 

Act 148.   

 

 

 

While research coded as “food systems” has increased in recent years, food waste has 

received little academic attention (noted exceptions include Barr et al., 2013; Garrone, 

Melacini and Perego, 2014; and Sussman and Gifford, 2013).  Evans, Campbell and 

Murcott (2012) identify a few reasons for this omission.  They argue that contemporary 

waste systems are designed to make waste invisible in our everyday lives, which encourages 

food scholars to overlook waste as a key component of food systems.  In addition, food 

waste may ‘fall between the cracks’ of established academic disciplines: “Existing 

somewhere across traditional divisions between the social and environmental sciences, 

between production and consumption, between spaces and non-spaces, waste has become 
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an absent presence that is orphaned from any single disciplinary home”  (Evans, Campbell 

and Murcott, 2012, 7). Our research here begins to fill the gap in Food Systems work on 

food waste and aims to provide a multi-disciplinary view to food waste diversion research. 

 

 
Over half of the materials that enter Vermont landfills are recyclable or compostable (ANR, 

2013). These materials range from plastics, glass, and metals, to leaf and yard debris, to food 

scraps.  The disposal of these materials in landfills represents a waste of money, energy, and 

shared resources and results in significant environmental impacts through increased 

greenhouse gas emissions and landfill expansion (ANR, 2013).  The disposal of food waste 

is particularly problematic.  Globally, one-third of food produced for human consumption 

goes to waste, representing an enormous economic loss and misuse of resources (Evans, 

Campbell & Murcott, 2012).  In the United States alone these economic losses amount to 

$165.6 billion annually (Garrone, Melancini & Perego, 2014).  In 2012, the Vermont 

General Assembly Passed Act 148, which mandates the diversion of all compostable and 

recyclable materials away from, landfills by the year 2020. A phased implementation plan is 

being used to gradually transition both waste haulers and waste producers to the new 

standards over the next five years.  To achieve this goal residents and institutions 

throughout the state will need to dramatically change deeply ingrained waste disposal 

behaviors.  Recognizing that the success of this legislation depends on behavioral change, 

we investigated the literature on social marketing as it applies to shifting consumer 

behaviors through public education and outreach. 

 

 

 
Social marketing campaigns borrow principles of commercial marketing and systematically 

apply them to influence human behavior in an effort to bring about some form of societal 

benefit (Lee & Kolter, 2011). Social marketing campaigns are differentiated in a variety of 

ways from other approaches to behavioral influence.  This particular brand of marketing is 

founded on the logic of neoclassical economics.  Social marketers assume that people will 

generally behave in a self-interested manner to maximize the rewards received from any 
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given expenditure.  Thus, social marketing 

campaigns are framed as an appeal to the 

target audience’s rational self-interest (Lee & 

Kolter, 2011).  In order to get the target 

audience to adopt the desired behavior, social 

marketers must first understand why that 

behavior is currently seen as a less rational 

choice.  The two questions that guide this investigation are: 1) what are the perceived 

barriers or costs to adopting the desired behavior, and 2) what makes the non-desired 

behaviors more attractive?  Once the answers to these questions are understood social 

marketers can craft messages that reduce the barriers to, and increase the perceived rewards 

of, adopting the desired behavior (Lee & Kolter, 2011). 

 

The methodology of social marketing campaigns is well established, having been refined 

since its first documented use in the 1960s (Lee & Kolter, 2011).  One begins a social 

marketing campaign by describing the background, purpose, and focus of the project. Next, 

one should conduct a Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats (SWOT) analysis 

to identify internal and external factors that are relevant to the execution of the campaign.  

This process should identify strengths and weaknesses of the group conducting the social 

marketing campaign, as well as opportunities and threats in the environment that the group 

should take advantage of or avoid.  Then, there is the critical step of identifying the main 

target audience for the campaign.  The target audience must be identified so as to avoid 

operating on the assumption that the population in question is homogeneous, and shares all 

the same values and interests.  Thus, at this point in the campaign, the marketers must 

recognize that a single campaign strategy will not reach or motivate all segments of the 

population towards the desired behavioral action (Lee & Kolter, 2011).  Formative research 

must be conducted to segment the population into similar groups, which may break along 

demographic, geographic, psychographic and other similar boundaries (Lee & Kolter, 

2011).  From here, each of the segments can be evaluated to determine which segments 

might be best reached and motivated given the strengths and weaknesses of the marketing 

organization.  Some of the variables involved in this evaluation include potential 
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responsiveness to the campaign, segment reachability, segment size, incidence of the 

problem behavior, and other considerations (Lee & Kolter, 2011).  Unique marketing 

campaigns are then crafted for each of the identified target segments in the hopes of 

maximizing the campaign’s overall reach and impact.  

 

The behavior objectives and goals of the campaign must be clearly outlined. Once this is 

done, the marketing organization should identify the perceived barriers and competing 

behaviors that are causing the target audience to not choose the desired behavior in the first 

place.  In conjunction with this, strategic rewards should be selected that resonate with each 

segment (Lee & Kolter, 2011).  This information can then be used to persuasively frame the 

behavior that organizers hope the target audience will adopt.  In addition, this information 

is used to develop a strategic marketing mix that minimizes the perceived costs of adopting 

the desired behavior while maximizing the perceived rewards (Lee & Kolter, 2011).  Once 

the social marketing campaign is designed, the marketer should develop a system for 

monitoring and evaluation, ensure adequate funding, and complete an implementation plan 

(Lee & Kolter, 2011).  The wide use of social marketing has exposed the practice to 

constructive criticism and analysis, and presents some salient lessons in light of Act 148’s 

goals. 

 

 
One of the most prominent criticisms of social marketing campaigns is their assumption that 

social behavior is best explained with the logic of rational self-interest.  Some argue that by 

viewing a behavior as a consequence of individualistic rational choice, one risks 

underestimating the influence that the sociopolitical context has on an individual’s 

behavioral choices (Barr et al., 2013; Brulle, 2010).  While a simple economic interpretation 

suggests that self-interest can explain most behaviors, some suggest that social norms or 

group identity can become internalized such that they become personal norms (Reynolds, 

Subašić & Tindal, 2015).  Social norms are behaviors that are considered normal and 

appropriate by a group and are inextricably tied to that group’s identity (Reynolds, Subašić, 

& Tindal, 2015).  Such behaviors may not necessarily follow the logic of self-interest.  As 
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such, applying a simplified marketing framework from the top down may not be the most 

effective way of motivating broad-based behavioral change. 

 

One way to avoid the pitfall of this approach is to invite community participation in the 

creation and maintenance of the campaign’s goals and implementation (Brulle, 2010).  In 

this way the campaign becomes a part of the socio-political fabric that shapes communities.  

Some suggest that the marketing should be directed not only towards population segments, 

but also to “influential others” or “influencers” (Lee & Kolter, 2011; Rice & Atkin, 2012).  

Influencers are individuals or institutions that already hold sway in a community, and 

working with them alongside the target population has been shown to improve behavioral 

change outcomes in social marketing campaigns (Rice & Atkin, 2012).  One process by 

which this is thought to work is through the changing of social norms, as influencers have 

greater power to define a group’s identity (Reynolds, Subašić & Tindal, 2015).  As the 

definition of how a group identifies itself shifts, so too do the behavioral norms. 

 

 
Social modeling is another related, and proven, behavioral intervention strategy. Sussman 

and Gifford (2013) conducted a study that tested the efficacy of different intervention 

measures for influencing composting behavior of patrons at a fast food restaurant.  Two 

interventions were used—both stand-alone signage and modeling of the desired behavior by 

an actor under the guise of a patron.  Though signage was attractively designed and 

strategically placed, it was found not to be effective at increasing composting behavior 

amongst fast food patrons.  In fact, very few of the participants reported even noticing the 

signs, despite having to physically move them in order to set down their trays.  Behavior 

modeling, however, was found to be very effective.  Sussman and Gifford (2013) posit that 

this is because the models visually demonstrate composting as a socially normative 

behavior. 
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Part of the task of developing an effective social marketing campaign is to identify the 

resonant values of the target community.  As Brulle (2010) has noted, environmental 

communication campaigns that are informed primarily by theory—specifically, “cognitive 

science, rhetoric, and psychology” (p. 83)—run the risk of supporting short-term solutions 

that fail to take root in the communities in which they were intended to inspire long-term 

action.  Thus, while theory is important, so too is making sure the delivery and deliverables 

make sense and are meaningful to the community in which the research is based.  

 

One way to ensure this objective is met would be to take a participatory approach.  

Participatory research seeks to shift the “‘location of power’ toward research participants 

who direct the process and outcomes of the research in multiple ways without direction 

from the researcher” (Trauger & Fluri, 2014, p. 34; also see: Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995; and 

Pain, 2004).  However, this is not always a realistic or even desirable approach when time 

and resources are in short supply.  An approach that heeds Brulle’s (2010) warning against 

taking an overly conceptual stance divorced from everyday realities, while not going so far 

as to place the research agenda in the community’s hands (Trauger & Fluri, 2014), would 

thus seem a reasonable compromise.  Such an approach could involve conducting a “social 

assessment and situational analysis” (Edberg, 2015, p. 96).  This is essentially an explorative 

stage designed to gauge a community’s stance on the problem or issue in question before 

proceeding with other forms of more focused assessment (e.g., a survey or poll), or with the 

design of the final communications campaign or behavioral intervention itself.  In the end, 

any amount of upfront work involved in these efforts to identify resonant values will pay off 

if it helps to lay the groundwork for a well-crafted message.  The additional considerations 

involved in this next step of the social marketing process are taken up in the following 

section. 

 

 
When it comes to the actual work of crafting and framing a social marketing message, there 

are many factors to consider.  Should the message be framed positively (for example, 
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“compost your food scraps!”), or negatively (for example, “don’t throw your food scraps in 

the trash!”)  (Rice, 2012)?  Should it rely more on text, or on visuals?  Should it appeal to 

logic, or to emotion?  In the popular book, Made to Stick: Why Some Ideas Survive and Others 

Die, brothers Heath and Heath (2007) explore these, and many other relevant considerations 

for tackling this stage of the social marketing process.  Their book is based on the 

observation that some ideas are naturally “sticky”, meaning that they are easily 

remembered, taken up, and utilized to create personal or societal change.  One of the 

authors’ key insights, relevant to the task of framing a social marketing message, is the 

“Curse of Knowledge” (Heath & Heath, pp. 19-21).  The “Curse of Knowledge” refers to 

the fact that once someone knows something, it becomes difficult to imagine a situation in 

which he/she no longer knows that particular thing—for example, that eating sugary foods 

leads to cavities, or that car fuel emissions contribute to global warming.  Yet if a segment of 

the campaign’s audience is not aware of the assumed baseline knowledge—no matter how 

basic it might seem—the overall message will become ineffective, perhaps even distancing.  

It is in avoiding these pitfalls where the preliminary assessments (described above) appear 

well worth the up-front effort.  In summary, Heath and Heath (2007) teach us that an 

effective social marketing campaign must build interest and provide a shared cognitive 

framework, rather than simply present facts that will be meaningless and easily forgotten 

without that framework in place.  The following represent essential requirements for crafting 

a “sticky” message within such a framework:  

1. It should be simple. 

2. It should be unexpected. 

3. It should be concrete. 

4. It should be credible. 

5. It should have emotional appeal. 

6. It should be presented in the framework of a story. 

 

 
Instituting any social marketing campaign requires insights into the socio-political values, 

attitudes, and beliefs of the target audience.  This understanding is used to inform both the 

cognitive framework of a social marketing campaign and the development of specific 
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messaging (Rice, 2012).   Awareness of an audience’s culture—what they know, care about, 

and are invested in—facilitates the development of a social marketing campaign that is more 

likely to influence behavior (Brulle, 2010).   

 

Our research reveals that Vermont has a well-defined cultural identity based on a set of 

shared values. As a citizenry, Vermonters—both native and newcomers—identify qualities 

that make Vermont exceptional and distinct.  As a state, Vermont possesses unique 

characteristics that its residents strongly desire to retain.    

 

Vermont has a long history of innovation and leadership, of which Vermonters are quite 

proud.  It was the first independent state to have a written constitution, the first to ban 

slavery, the first to pass a Civil Union law, and the first to create a bottle return law, to 

name just a few (VCRD, 2009).   Vermont’s leaders have been visionaries in numerous 

fields ranging from research and education to agriculture and the environment (Muller, 

2014).  The Vermont motto, “Freedom and Unity” captures the importance of 

individualism inherent in the state.  This value of independence combined with the ethic of 

civic engagement and public participation has 

engendered an ethos of local control, which is 

critical to governance and community in 

Vermont (Albers, 2000).    

 

Vermonters have traditionally been described 

as industrious, independent, authentic, and 

hardworking people who value their rural 

identities and traditions (Harrison, 2005).  In 

Vermont, identity and values are inextricably linked to the environment, agriculture and the 

working landscape (Morse, 2014; Moser, 2008).  Vermonters have a strong desire to protect 

Vermont’s “green reputation”, maximize the value of the state’s natural resources, and 

support and enhance the agrarian economy (VCRD, 2009).   
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Strategies for a social marketing campaign 

centered on building support for Vermont’s 

Act 148 would advisably develop a framework 

and messaging around the characteristics of 

the Vermont ethos we have identified above.  

Leadership and innovation, independence and 

industriousness, community enhancement, 

environmental protection, and the 

preservation of rural traditions are all important values shared by Vermonters.  The inherent 

resonance of these Vermont values make them excellent jumping-off points for public 

information campaigns intended to spur a generalized Vermont audience to action.   

 

 

 
Formative research—in the form of expert interviews, focus groups, and/or surveys—often 

takes place in the  initial phase of the design of a communications campaigns. This research 

serves to inform later phases of design and implementation (Edberg, 2015).  To help provide 

direction to our research process this semester, we incorporated four expert meetings 

centered around the topic of food waste diversion in Vermont specifically, as well as public 

communications more generally.  These meetings took the form of semi-structured 

interviews, with our team drafting a series of key guiding questions before each meeting.  

We met first, on January 29, 2015, with Josh Kelly and Danika Frisbie at the Agency of 

Natural Resources in Montpelier, Vermont.  They quickly brought up to speed on the state 

of composting and other waste diversion practices in Vermont, briefed us on useful solid 

waste management lingo, and lent insight into an insider’s view of the challenges and 

opportunities associated with the implementation of Act 148.  

 

Our remaining three visits occurred on-site at the University of Vermont.  The first was with 

Dr. Bethany Yon and her team of undergraduate researchers, on February 12, 2015. Dr. 

Yon and her students have been working on an intervention in the Colchester primary 
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school system to teach children how to separate their lunch waste into compostable, 

recyclable, and landfill streams.  The team’s boots-on-the-ground perspective lent unique 

insight into our considerations of the sorts of messages and actions that might best influence 

food waste diversion behaviors.  

 

The next expert visit was with Marge Keough and Laura Yayac from the Waste Reduction 

Division of Chittenden Solid Waste District (CSWD).  Our conversation with Keough and 

Yayac provided us with a comprehensive understanding of food waste management in 

Chittenden County, and directly informed the content and design of our Waste Warrior 

survey.  

 

Finally, on April 2, 2015, we met with public communications researcher and professional 

consultant Rob Williams, Ph.D, who briefed us on the basics of rolling out an effective 

social marketing campaign. Specifically, Dr Williams helped us to map out our assets and 

helped us begin to organize our campaign around a central story that appeals to 

Vermonters’ logic, instincts, and emotions.  

 

 

 
Based on our interviews with CSWD officials, and our background research findings 

concerning the importance of early adopters in broad-scale behavior change, we identified 

participants in a CSWD public outreach program called the “Waste Warrior Training” as 

key early adopters of food waste diversion in Vermont.  The program trains participants to 

work as volunteers at waste sorting stations at large public events. Our team attended two 

hour-long trainings in February and March 2015, made ethnographic observations of the 

participants, and distributed a survey to the participants.   

 

In collaboration with CSWD staff, we developed the survey instrument to ascertain 

participant demographics, current waste diversion practices, and motivations for attending 

the training.  The survey instrument contained twelve open-ended questions and fifteen 

categorical questions.  Surveys were distributed in paper format at the beginning of each 
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session and collected at the end.  Participants could opt to complete their surveys 

anonymously, or volunteer to be contacted for follow-up questions.  Of the 48 people who 

attended the trainings, 43 completed surveys and were included in our analysis, giving us a 

response rate of 88%.  Open-ended questions were then coded thematically by our research 

team, and all data were entered into SPSS statistical analysis software, at which point 

statistical frequencies, crosstabulations, and correlations were performed.  In some cases, 

U.S. census data (USCB, 2015) were consulted in order to compare Waste Warrior 

participant demographics to overall Vermont State population demographics.   

 

 
 

Well-educated.  Waste Warriors are quite well educated (see Figure 1).  Eighty-one 

percent (81%) of Waste Warriors have at least a 4-year college degree, and 100% of 

those who completed our survey had at least some college education.  By comparison, in 

the overall Vermont population, 35% of people over age 25 have a 4-year degree or 

higher, and even in highly-educated Chittenden County, the number stands at 47%. 
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Well-off.  Waste Warriors tend to be a bit wealthier than the average Vermonter.  69% 

of Waste Warriors’ household incomes were over $50,000, whereas only 53% of 

Vermont households earn over $50,000. 

 

 

 

Older. Waste Warriors are typically older individuals.  47% of Waste Warriors are over 

the age of 50.  By contrast, only 37% of the overall Vermont population is over age 50. 
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Long-term residents.  Waste Warriors tend to be long term residents of Vermont, with 88% 

of respondents having lived in the state for 10 years or more.  However, the majority (77%) 

have not lived in Vermont for their whole life.  

 

Chittenden County residents.  All but one of the Waste Warriors who participated in our 

survey live in Chittenden County.  54% of respondents were residents of Burlington, the city 

in which the trainings were hosted.  

 

Urban and suburban.  Rural populations are not well represented by the Waste Warriors.  

Only 16% of Waste Warriors live in a rural setting, whereas overall 67% of Vermonters live 

in a rural setting. 

 

Have small households.  Waste Warriors do not generally live in large households.  71% of 

Waste Warriors live in households of exactly 2 people, with only 14% of households 

containing more than 2 individuals.  In the overall Vermont population, 30% of households 

contain more than two people. 
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Have diverse housing.  Most Waste Warriors (58%) live in a single family home, but a 

sizable minority (42%) live in a multi-dwelling apartment or condo.  This breaks down on 

rural/suburban/urban lines, with 75% of urban dwellers living in multi-dwelling apartments 

or condos, and 87% of rural and suburban dwellers living in single-family homes.  

 

Have diverse employment status. 66% of Waste Warriors are employed, 33% are retired, 

and 5% are enrolled in school.  

 

 
 

 
 

They compost.  The majority of Waste Warriors (70%) compost at home using traditional 

(non-vermicompost) methods.  A sizable minority (37%) take their food scraps to a 

collection center.  Very few (2%) currently get curbside compost pickup.  
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Have urban/suburban/rural differences in their practices.  Urban Waste Warriors are 

more likely to take their food scraps to a collection center (55%), whereas suburban and 

rural dwellers are less likely to do so (22%).  Surprisingly, there is no significant correlation 

between rural/suburban/urban dwelling and the propensity to compost at home: Waste 

Warriors in all settings home-compost at a rate of about 70%.  

 

Rural/urban/suburban reasons for composting.  Of the Waste Warriors who currently 

divert their food waste, the most common reason they started doing so was for use in their 

gardens (50%), with the next-most-common reasons being concern for the environment 

(27%) and decreasing landfill waste (21%).  However, these data largely break down along 

rural/suburban/urban lines: 

 

Among suburban and rural dwellers, 75% cited soil for gardens as a primary 

reason they began diverting food waste, whereas urban dwellers cited this as a 

primary motivation in only 28% of cases.  Among rural dwellers who both home-

compost and garden, 83% cite gardening as a primary motivation for composting.  

 

Urban dwellers were more likely to cite concern for the environment as a 

primary motivation for diverting food waste (33%), whereas none of the rural 

dwellers cited this as a primary motivation.  

 

Whereas 40% of rural dwellers cite saving money on their trash bill as a primary 

motivation for diverting food waste, no urban dwellers were motivated by this 

factor.  This may be because rural dwellers are more likely to be billed for 

disposal on a “pay-as-you-throw” basis, whereas many urban dwellers utilize the 

included disposal facilities at their apartment complexes.  

 

See benefits of food diversion.  Overall, Waste Warriors consider the top benefits of 

diverting food waste to be reducing waste in landfills (58%) and improving the health of 

garden soil (48%).  

 

Identify challenges and misperceptions.  According to Waste Warriors, the most 

difficult elements of composting or diverting food waste are hauling/dealing with it 
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(26%), the winter (26%), and the “gross factor” (23%).  They describe the top 

misperceptions about composting as: a lack of knowledge about what is compostable 

(46%), the belief that composting is inconvenient or difficult (31%), that it is overly 

smelly or gross (23%), and that it will attract animals or bugs (19%).  

 

Favor education. Waste warriors believe that the key mechanisms by which 

misperceptions about composting may be overcome should involve education/outreach 

(77%) and dissemination of easier physical composting equipment (31%).  

  

 

Waste Warriors’ primary motivations for attending the training involved educating and 

motivating others (49%) and becoming better composters/recyclers themselves (21%) (see 

Figure 5).  Mentions of Vermont’s new “universal recycling” law were limited to only 3 

instances. 
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The most common way Waste Warriors learned about the training was through Front 

Porch Forum (67%), followed by CSWD websites and newsletters (21%).  

 

Volunteering.  The most common way Waste Warriors plan to use the information they 

gained in the training is to educate others (60%), to volunteer at events (32%), and to 

improve waste diversion practices in their homes (30%).  Notably, 16% of participants 

mentioned that they intend to use the information to lead a specific community project.  

 

Helpful information. The information Waste Warriors found most useful concerned the 

proper ways to dispose of different types of waste (50%).  Many participants mentioned 

specific items or disposal rules which they found helpful, with the most commonly-

mentioned being the “2x2 rule” (21%) and rules for pizza box disposal (12%).  

 

 

 
A number of overarching trends emerged from the statistical analysis of Waste Warrior 

survey data collected by our team,.  Our results may be helpful in guiding the public venues 

for which the Waste Warriors are best suited, assessing early adopters’ motivations for 

diverting waste, and determining how to promote and structure future Waste Warrior 

trainings.   

 

One major trend concerns the demographic makeup of those who attended the trainings. 

To summarize, participants tended to be somewhat older, wealthier, more educated, and 

less likely to live in a rural setting than the average Vermonter.  Given that the goal of the 

Waste Warrior program is for participants to serve as peer models at popular events, 

demographic factors such as these are important determinants of the types of Vermonters for 

whom the Waste Warriors may credibly be considered peers.  For example, sending the 

current set of Waste Warriors to events frequented by younger Vermonters—for example, 

rock concerts—may not be a good match, despite the fact that these types of events are an 

excellent opportunity for a peer-modeling approach to facilitate better waste diversion 

practices.  Based on this observation, we suggest that CSWD consider diversifying the 
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venues and locations of future Waste Warrior trainings in order to bring early adopters from 

other demographic categories into the fold.  For example, holding trainings in rural 

communities, or at college campuses, may fill in demographic gaps and allow for more 

appropriate matches between peer models and certain types of public events.  

 

The data show differences between the 

attitudes of rural versus urban 

participants.  Whereas rural Vermonters were 

largely motivated to comp ost to generate their 

own garden soil, urban Vermonters were more 

motivated by less tangible ethical concerns 

related to environmental protection.  Another 

urban/rural distinction that emerged was that 

rural participants were much more likely to be 

motivated to divert waste by a desire to save 

money on their trash bills.  Given the 

observation that perhaps rural Vermonters are 

more likely to already be operating on a “pay-

as-you-throw” basis, this data lends evidence to the notion that moving to a universal pay-

as-you-throw system may motivate more Vermonters to divert waste.  Since, as noted 

above, the current set of Waste Warrior participants under-represents rural Vermonters, 

these rural/urban trends may be particularly important to consider.   

 

A third trend in the data concerns the information that participants found most valuable in 

the training.  Overall, participants indicated that they were most interested in improving 

their own waste diversion practices, with many citing specific rules such as the “2x2 rule”—

that is, that objects smaller than 2” by 2” are non-recyclable since they are too small to 

sort—or “what to do with pizza boxes” as the most important pieces of information they 

learned.  This suggests that even among early adopters there is some confusion about proper 

waste diversion practices.  These “where do I chuck this?” questions are clearly very 

important, but at the same time we observed that they consumed almost the entire training 
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session, leaving little time for training material about how to be an effective peer model.  

Based on our research into peer-to-peer information dissemination, we believe that the 

Waste Warrior program should focus more heavily on promoting effective peer modeling 

strategies.  Recognizing the time constraint of fitting both trainings into a one-hour session, 

we suggest that it may be effective to either increase the length of the sessions, or break them 

into two sessions, with one focusing on the specifics of waste diversion, and the other on 

peer modeling.  

 

On a final note, responses indicate that Front Porch Forum (FPF) was by far the most 

effective communication tool to recruit Waste Warrior participants, with CSWD websites 

and newsletters also somewhat effective.  This suggests that CSWD should continue to 

perform outreach through web-based platforms such as FPF for future recruitment.  

 

 

 

 
Given that the first component of our original research was focused primarily on Chittenden 

County, we decided to conduct another short survey to better understand how Solid Waste 

Management Entities (SWMEs) across the state are planning to accommodate the 

household-level stipulations of Act 148.  In Vermont, a SWME can either be a regional 

entity that serves a group of towns, or an individual town with (or without, in the case of 

four very remote towns) a state-approved plan for waste management.  We used the Agency 

of Natural Resources website to collect contact information for all of the regional SWMEs, 

and then called the town offices of the non-regional SWMEs to identify appropriate contacts 

to respond to our online survey.  The questions in the survey were designed to capture the 

following: 1) how food waste is currently treated by SWMEs, 2) the types of resources that 

are needed in various districts to ensure the successful implementation of Act 148, and 3) 

direct feedback from solid waste managers about their personal perceptions of Act 148, as 

well as those expressed to them by residents.  The survey was distributed using 

LimeSurvey® and was available online for one week.  The open-ended questions were 

coded by hand and statistical analysis was conducted using SPSS software, version 22. 
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Responses:  Seventeen (17) of 29 SWMEs responded to the survey. 58.8% of the 

respondents represented regional waste districts and 41.2% of the responses came from 

individual towns with approved plans. 

 

Educational support:  76.5% of polled districts offer educational or promotional support for 

separating food waste from trash.  Of those SWMEs offering educational or promotional 

support: 

23.5% offer workshops 

64.7% offer educational materials 

35.3% offer a newsletter  

47.1% provide equipment 

58.8% have a website or a blog 

41.2% offer a FAQ hotline or email 

17.6% offer demonstrations 

 

Other educational or promotional support offered by individual SWMEs included a school-

based program, a town report, waste audits, and back yard and kitchen composters available 

for (in some cases subsidized) purchase.  One SWME reported employing all of the 

following: technical assistance, discounts on 

composting bins, container labels, in-class 

presentations, and tours of the compost facility. 

 

Communication:  The SWME managers 

communicate to the public through the following 

outlets: 

82.4% newspaper advertisement  

76.5% a sign at the transfer station (76.5%) 

52.9% direct mailings 

47.1% Front Porch Forum  

41.2% word of mouth  
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41.2% town newsletter  

23.5% through town officers  

 

Technology appeared to play a small role in existing communications schemes, with 11.8% 

of SWMEs mentioning social media, email, and websites, 5.9% of SWMEs using radio, and 

5.9% noting school programs as informational outlets. 

 

Progress toward preparation for Universal Recycling 
 

Dedicated staff: 35.3% of SWMEs have staff dedicated to food waste reduction/disposal 

outreach and education. 

Education: Overall, 76.5% of SWMEs say they have taken steps to address the food waste 

requirements of Act 148. 

35.4% work with schools to implement composting programs 

29.5% work with businesses and other large-scale food waste generators 

29.5% offer additional services through their facilities 

23.6% work with waste haulers to solve collection issues 

11.8% have or plan to hire additional staff or interns 

11.8% use websites to communicate with the public 

11.8% provide educational materials in print 

5.9% have researched other programs for information 

 

Infrastructure and equipment: 75% of SWMEs make composting equipment available to 

residents, of those: 

68.8% provide composting bins 

62.5% provide kitchen collection bins 

25% provide curbside collection bins 

 
The majority of SWMEs do not provide these items free of charge to their residents. In fact, 

just one SWME reported offering curbside collection bins free of charge.  However, all 

SWMEs that make composting equipment available report doing so at a subsidized price. 
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No SWME reported that they did not plan to make composting materials available to their 

residents in the future.  75% of SWMEs plan to make composting materials available to 

their residents in the future, the other 25% were uncertain. 

 

Currently, 37.5% of SWMEs accept food scraps separate from trash and non-compostable 

recyclables.  When asked what is being done with the food scraps, 11.8% of SWMEs 

reported sending the food scraps to central facilities to be composted.  Composting food 

scraps at a local farm, feeding the scraps to chickens, or using the food scraps in 

vermicomposting were also mentioned (5.9% each). 

 
 
 

Assistance required:  

100% of SWMEs felt that promotional or educational materials for residents would 

be helpful to prepare residents for the implementation of Act 148.  

 

Half of the SWMEs thought educational workshops for haulers would be useful, 

while 81.3% felt that educational workshops for residents would be helpful.  

 
Other popular options included promotional or educational materials for haulers 

(68.8%), collection equipment (62.5%), and additional outlets for waste (62.5%). 

Less than half of SWMEs felt that technical support (43.8%) or training for district 

staff (37.5%) would be helpful. 

 

Concerns:  

The overarching concern for SWMEs about implementing Act 148 at the household level 

was the cost (41.3%).  A smaller percentage (23.6%) of SWMEs stated lack of infrastructure 

as a concern.  SWMEs also mentioned geographical differences and the unique needs of 

rural communities as specific areas that should be addressed.  17.7% of SWMEs believe that 

their residents do not like the imposition of government and state mandates.  17.7% of 

SWMEs reported positive feelings about Act 148—comments to this end include: 

“It’s easier than you think.” 

“Looking forward to it.”  
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“Composting is the best answer for our rural community.” 

 

In summary, we found that SWMEs around the state have already begun to engage in food 

waste diversion and educational programming.  However, SWME managers are seeking 

educational and financial support to fully implement Act 148.  We recommend securing 

state-level funding and encouraging resource-sharing, such as extending CSWD’s Waste 

Warrior training program to SWMEs across the state.  

 

 
In order to more fully understand the real-life challenges and successes of home composters, 

we arranged several site visits with Master Composters in Vermont.  To become a Master 

Composter (MC), one must complete the 4-week Master Composter course through the 

University of Vermont Extension, as well as 20 hours of approved community outreach.  

The Master Composter curriculum covers the fundamentals of backyard composting.  This 

includes composting methods, recipes, biology, compost use for disease control, site and 

container selection, and Act 148.  Given their extensive knowledge, experience and 

commitment to composting, we asked MCs to share their insights into successful home 

composting practices, as well as the elements of home composting that they found 

challenging.  We reasoned that the experiences of highly-trained and invested MCs would 

shed light on the potential struggles of implementing home composting practices in the 

average Vermont household.  

 

MCs were contacted via email and responses were sorted according to their proximity to the 

University of Vermont as well as their residential category (rural, suburban, or urban).  Four 

students (three undergraduate students and one Food Systems master’s student) from Dr. 

Cheryl Morse’s “Nature and People in Rural Places” course  conducted this research on our 

behalf.  They selected four MC sites to visit: two rural, one suburban, and one urban.  On 

their visits, the students took field notes and photographs documenting each MC’s 

composting system, personal experience and advice for those seeking to compost in their 

own homes.   
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One important unifying element of the MCs is that they seemed to genuinely enjoy the 

practice of composting.  While many of the practices they employed required a fair amount 

of input on their parts, the MCs had a cheerful disposition and the dedication to 

troubleshoot any obstacles that arose. The MCs cited numerous benefits of their composting 

practices including the health of their gardens and overall environment, connection to the 

Earth, reduction of odor in their household trash, and cost effectiveness.  Overall, the MCs 

found their composting practices rewarding.  One MC referred to compost as “black gold,” 

and another likened stirring the compost to “hunting for treasure.” 

 

A common concern among the MCs was the composting of meat and animal bones, though 

each successfully implemented his/her own solution to this problem—such as, burying the 

meat and animal bones at least eight inches into their existing compost pile or underground, 

keeping them out of the compost entirely, or choosing a vegetarian diet.  In more rural 

areas, MCs cited wild animals as a concern, but found that for the most part animals were 

deterred by the lack of meat or bones in the compost.  The issue of having adequate space to 

compost successfully came up frequently, as did the length of time it takes to fully compost 

food waste—for example, anywhere from six months to three years, depending on the 

composting system in use.  

 

Maintaining proper acid and moisture levels and 

appropriately balancing “green and brown 

materials” was another factor that MCs reported 

monitoring and adjusting as part of their process. 

Consideration was given to the potential 

“unsightliness” of compost bins and piles in their 

yards, but all maintained that odor was not an issue.  

The advice MCs have for new composters is to start 

small and begin at a manageable level.  They also recommend networking and collaborating 

with neighbors and asking questions of other knowledgeable composters.  Master 

composters are ‘early adopters’ who are dedicated to the practice of composting.  The 

people we met spent time and considerable physical effort—in winter months, especially—
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to keep up their composting practices.  However, given their self-selection into this program, 

we acknowledge that MCs may not be representative of the ‘average’ Vermont resident who 

will be new to composting.  As such, we recommend that the Agency of Natural Resources 

and SWMEs provide as much training and infrastructural support to Vermont households 

as possible prior to 2020.  

 

 

 

 

Identify funding sources for infrastructural supports and outreach efforts to assist SWMEs, 

haulers, and residents. Specifically, the following needs have been identified: 

 

SWMEs: conduct further research on the needs of rural districts, and work with their 

solid waste managers to address foreseen concerns. 

 

Haulers: conduct an analysis to identify the self-perceived needs of haulers.  Our 

statewide SWME survey identified the potential need for trainings for haulers.  One 

possible purpose of such trainings could be to develop effective communication 

strategies for addressing household customers, but this idea should be further explored 

with direct input from haulers themselves.  

 

Residents: conduct further research on the needs and concerns of residents in rural 

districts, and work with their solid waste managers to address foreseen issues. 

 

Make the closed loop vision a reality by working to develop more composting sites, as well 

as innovative uses for the generated compost.  This will allow the state to “sell the story” of 

food waste diversion as a way to renew resources from waste, while contributing to the 

green image and vitality of Vermont’s working landscape.  Consider initiating a state-funded 

grant program to reduce the financial barriers for environmental entrepreneurs who might 

want to take on this cause. 
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Develop a universal set of educational and promotional materials branded under the 

proposed social marketing campaign objectives (outlined below), and provide to all SWMEs 

to circulate to residents in their districts.  This will help create a unified message across the 

state, and relieve burden from solid waste managers who would otherwise have to take on 

the task of education and promotion on their own. 

 

 

Appeal to cultural and community values.  The literature shows that effective social 

marketing campaigns are designed within the cultural context of the community of interest, 

so as to appeal to the resonant values shared by all residents.  In the Vermont context, this 

means appealing to the strong emphasis Vermonters place on innovation, leadership, 

stewardship, and civic engagement. 

 

Leverage early adopters.  Effective social marketing campaigns also identify influential 

figures and early adopters who can help sway the broader community towards the desired 

behavior change. 

 

In the Vermont context, early adopters of the food waste diversion requirements of 

Universal Recycling have been identified as Waste Warriors—volunteers who will serve a 

supportive and instructional role about how to handle waste at large events throughout 

Chittenden county—and, individuals who have completed Master Composter certification 

training through the University of Vermont.  Participants at the initial trainings tend to be 

older, and their volunteer efforts should be targeted to events and places that attract 

people in this age demographic. 

 

The Waste Warrior training developed by CSWD ought to be rolled out at all Vermont-

based colleges including the University of Vermont to enlist the passion and energy of 

youth activists to maintain a supportive and instructional presence at large events primarily 

attended by a younger demographic.  This falls in line with our research on establishing 

positive social norms that can change group behavior. 
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Over the course of the semester we developed several different potential slogans (for the list 
of those that didn’t make the top of the “heap”, see Appendix B).  Our goal was to find an 
original, memorable, and playful message that would speak to the broader set of Vermont 

values, but also to people representing different demographic categories and cultures of 
identity within the state.  What follows is our pitch for a “Give a Scrap” campaign. 
 

Slogan: “Give a Scrap” 
 

This slogan has all the components of a “sticky idea”, and appeals to Vermont values of 

civic engagement and environmental stewardship. It is slightly irreverent and therefore 

catchy. 

 

Use “Give a Scrap” stickers as promotional handouts at public events, and other 

appropriate venues.  
 

The stickers can be used as the basis for a social marketing campaign, and photos and 

stories from events should be collected on a designated blog-style webpage or social 

media site.  

 

 

 

Social media tools, especially Instagram, would be an effective and efficient way to 

enlist Vermonters in advancing the campaign through photo-sharing under specific 

hashtags (for example, #giveascrap), or in Reddit Photoshop battles. 
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Early adopters of the values and standards of food waste diversion (e.g., the Waste 

Warriors) ought to be enlisted for volunteer support at these events, and for being 

instigators of the social marketing campaign.  

 

Mascot: Meet “Scrappy” 

 

 

Scrappy is an apple core mascot with a friendly, approachable, slightly pitiful demeanor, 

thus naturally welcoming Vermonters to pitch in to his cause by composting their food 
scraps.  The apple core imagery ties in with the existing symbol used around the state to 
signify food waste depositories, thus making for a cohesive message.  Scrappy should, 

ideally, achieve a high level of visibility through maintaining a physical presence at large 

events around the state, for example: 

Green Up Day 
Waste Warrior Trainings 
Agricultural Fairs 

Farmers’ Markets 

Outdoor Concerts 

Farmers’ Night  
Winter Festivals 

 
 

Scrappy should also achieve a virtual presence through a participatory social marketing 

campaign that invites Vermonters to take creative pictures with a smaller image of 



 32 

Scrappy for a chance to win compost-related prizes—for example, a kitchen compost 

pail, a backyard compost bin, etc.  This would require an on-line platform where people 

can find food waste diversion information and post their photos with Scrappy to further 

spread the message.  For examples of Scrappy located in iconic Vermont landscapes, 

please see Appendix C. 

 

 “Give a Scrap” The Compost Jingle 

We suggest that music would be another effective way to increase awareness of food 

waste diversion practices and regulations, and therefore should play a role in the public 

education campaign.  We introduce the “Give a Scrap” jingle: 

 

Give A Scrap 

Original words and music by Sam Icklan, set in Capo 2 

 

C                                             F  

Let me tell you ‘bout a thing that Vermonters do, 
 

G                                     C 
It makes good sense for me and you. 

 
C                                 G# 
You can do it in your garden, outside in your yard, 

 
G                                    C  

You can do it in the city, it’s not that hard. 
 

F                              C  
Give a scrap, it’s as simple as that 
 

G                           C         
Give a scrap, you’ll be giving back 

 

        C                 E7              F           A                                               

To the Earth, to the soil, to the plants, to the trees, 
 
     G                         C 

__  Compost: it’s the bee’s knees! 
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Conclusion 
 

Vermont has taken on the challenge of being the first state to mandate the diversion of food 

materials from landfills.  Motivating such broad behavioral change amongst a diverse 

population of residents, SWMEs, and institutions is a formidable but achievable goal.  The 

influence of Vermont’s diverse cultural geographies should not be underestimated when 

crafting public outreach for Act 148.  Through our research we determined that mobilizing 

early adopters of good waste management practices and outreach efforts may advance 

efforts to effectively implement Act 148.  The long term success of Act 148 also depends on 

whether or not public outreach efforts gain the broad support of Vermont residents, and is 

given dedicated funding to support public outreach information and implementation 

infrastructure. 
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April 2015 

Executive Summary 

Household level implementation of Vermont’s Act 148: Universal Recycling and Composting 

Law is slated to take effect on July 1, 2020.  Awareness and compliance will require significant 

public communication, education and outreach.  The 2015 University of Vermont Food Systems 

Graduate Course in Service Learning, led by Dr. Cheryl Morse, identified investigating strategies 

for developing a successful public communication campaign, namely social marketing, to 

increase compliance of the food waste diversion dimension of Act 148 as our area of research.  

With the support and cooperation of Marge Keough, Community Outreach Coordinator, and 

Laura Yayac, Special Events Outreach Coordinator, of the Chittenden Solid Waste District 

(CSWD) Waste Reduction Division, our team conducted an ethnographic assessment of the 

Waste Warrior training and participants, and a survey of participants’ motivations for engaging 
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with the training.  These research methods provided a key foundation component of our overall 

research project. 

 

The information provided in this report is the result of secondary research on theoretical and 

practical approaches to public communications campaigns, informal interviews with Marge 

Keough and Laura Yayac, overt observation of two Waste Warrior trainings and Waste Warrior 

attendee survey analysis.  Our findings provide information about the characteristics, 

behaviors, attitudes and motivations of Waste Warrior training attendees that may be useful in 

furthering the promotion and success of this, and similar, waste diversion programs.  In 

addition to participant findings, we have developed several recommendations for the training’s 

implementation that we believe will facilitate its growth and success.   

 

This report provides background on this project’s development, explains our research methods, 

summarizes key findings from the participant surveys and offers recommendations for future 

Waste Warrior trainings.   

 

Background 

In order to familiarize ourselves with present on-the-ground efforts to address the household 

level food waste diversion mandate of Act 148 we conducted a scan of local initiatives.  We 

identified a CSWD public outreach program called the Waste Warrior training as a key initiative 

toward food waste diversion in Vermont.     

 

The Waste Warrior outreach program is just one CSWD initiative designed to achieve their 

mission of waste diversion and reduction.  Its purpose is to decrease contamination of recycling 

and composting waste streams, and to reduce the amount of these materials that is directed to 

landfills.  The Waste Warrior program targets the diversion of waste produced at community 

events by focusing their training on three primary objectives:  

 

1. “Determine what goes into recycling and composting containers.” 

2. “Communicate with attendees in ways that help them learn.” 
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3. “Help an event up their game in making sure as much as possible stays out of the 

landfill.” 

 

The Waste Warrior initiative warranted further investigation given its underpinning in three 

bases of social marketing campaigns.   First, the project targets early adopters, or persons of 

influence, who can encourage behavior change among the general population (Rice, 2012).  

Second, it includes reformation of the environmental conditions that can help shape behaviors 

(Rice, 2012).  Finally, it provided an opportunity to understand the values and motivations of 

these early adopters, which would aid in the development of a social marketing campaign that 

is more likely to influence behavior (Brulle, 2010).   

 

Methods 

Our team attended two one-hour CSWD Waste Warrior trainings, which took place at the 

Contois Auditorium in Burlington, Vermont during the months of February and March, 2015.  In 

collaboration with CSWD staff, we developed a survey instrument to ascertain participant 

demographics, current waste diversion practices, and motivations for attending the training.  

The survey instrument contained 12 open-ended questions and 15 categorical questions.  

Surveys were distributed in paper format at the beginning of each session and collected at the 

end.  Participants could opt to complete their surveys anonymously, or volunteer to be 

contacted for follow-up questions.  Of the 48 people who attended the trainings, 43 completed 

surveys and were included in our analysis, a response rate of 88%.  Open-ended questions were 

coded thematically by our research team, and all data were entered into SPSS software, at 

which point frequencies, contingencies and statistical correlations could be performed.   

 

Key Findings 

Analysis of 43 Waste Warrior training participant surveys yielded important information about 

their demographic characteristics, behaviors and attitudes about food waste diversion, and 

motivations for attending the Waste Warrior training.  Summary finding are reported below.  

For complete analysis see the report titled, “A Steaming Pile of Progress: Communicating 

Vermont's New Food Waste Regulations to Residents”.  
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Waste Warriors are college educated and have incomes greater than the Vermont median 

income. Nearly half of Waste Warriors are over the age of 50.  Waste Warriors tend to be 

relative newcomers to the state, having lived here for greater than 10 years.  Not surprisingly, 

given that the trainings were conducted in Burlington, relatively few Waste Warriors resided in 

a rural setting.  Households generally consisted of two individuals living in either single-family 

homes or in multiple-dwelling apartments of condominium complexes.  Two-thirds of Waste 

Warriors are employed; one-third are retired.  

 

Most Waste Warriors, independent of dwelling type or setting, compost at home using 

traditional (non-vermicompost) methods; however, a sizable minority take their food scraps to 

a collection center.  Waste warriors cite wanting material for gardens as their primary initiator 

for composting, followed by concerns for the environment and decreasing landfill waste.  

Suburban and rural dwellers are more likely motivated by producing compost for home gardens 

versus concern for the environment.  Rural dwellers are more motivated by the financial 

savings of home composting, whereas urban dwellers do not find financial savings to be a 

factor. This may be because rural dwellers are more likely to be billed for disposal on a “pay-as-

you-throw” basis, whereas many urban dwellers utilize the disposal facilities at their apartment 

complexes.  Waste Warriors cite hauling and dealing with food scraps, composting in winter 

and the “gross factor” as the most difficult elements of diverting food waste.  They believe the 

most common misperceptions about composting include: knowledge of what is compostable, 

the perception that it is excessively difficult or inconvenient, that it is overly smelly or gross and 

that it will attract animals or bugs. Key mechanisms described to overcome these 

misperceptions were education and outreach followed by the dissemination of composting 

equipment.   

 

Participants were motivated to attend Waste Warriors trainings primarily to educate others, 

and secondarily to become better composters and recyclers themselves. Assisting with 

compliance of Act 148 did not appear to be a great motivating factor.  Most found out about 

the training via Front Porch Forum, followed by the CSWD website or newsletters.  In order of 
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significance, Waste Warriors’ intend to use information gained at the training to educate 

others, volunteer at events and improve personal waste diversion practices.  Half of the Waste 

Warriors’ cited instruction on the proper ways to dispose of waste as a most useful aspect of 

the training, and many mentioned specific disposal rules, such as the “2x2” rule and pizza box 

disposal as most helpful.  

 

 

Recommendations 

Both Waste Warrior trainings we observed were well attended.  Participants were highly 

engaged and the meetings were well-structured.  The mix of presentation and hands-on 

engagement is supported by research on the ways in which adults most effectively learn.  Best 

laid plans sometimes garner unintended results.  Both of the trainings we observed ran over the 

one-hour time limit they were scheduled for.  As a result, there was little time to cover 

objectives 2 and 3. Based on the review of theoretical framework and practical application of 

public communication strategies, and analyses of Waste Warrior training gleaned through 

observation and participant surveys, we have developed several recommendations for 

modifications to the approach and content.  The following list represents what our research 

team feels are strategies to adapt and revise trainings to better achieve the intended outcomes 

that were identified above: 

 

● Focus the message in Waste Warrior training on the participants’ roles as leaders and 

early adopters of Vermont’s first-in-the-nation Universal Recycling law, emphasizing the 

participants’ ability to influence social change through volunteering their time at 

community events. 

 

● Consider separating the training into two sessions.  The first to focus on introducing 

and defining the concept of a Waste Warrior, followed by training in how to sort specific 

items into compostable, recyclable or trash streams. A second session would focus on 

communicating with event attendees and ways to help events reduce their landfill 

contributions.  These two parts could take place in a single day, but would ideally be 

held on separate days.  
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● Consider introducing participant role playing to the trainings to offer practice with 

different scenarios Waste Warriors are likely to encounter when volunteering at events.  

● Take time to celebrate completion of the training to embolden and empower 

volunteers to action.  

 

● Identify and recruit Waste Warriors from various demographics across age, income and 

racial backgrounds.  Having more diversity among Waste Warriors can ensure a peer 

influence model of behavior change.  To better match the demographics of people 

attending large community events in the Burlington area, CSWD could work with area 

university and college student environmental groups to train students as Waste 

Warriors. 

 

● Encourage Waste Warriors to spread the word to others who may be interested in 

taking part in the training.  

 

● Extend Waste Warrior training to smaller communities in the district. 

 
 

This report would not have been possible without the generous support and willingness of 

Marge Keough and Laura Yayac of the Chittenden Solid Waste District.  
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