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OVERVIEW OF MAIN MESSAGES 
 

KEY FINDINGS 

 

What are Corvallis residents’ current food waste disposal and composting habits? 

❖ 49% of survey respondents throw food scraps away with the regular trash; 44% compost food 

scraps in the yard waste bin; and 15% use a home composting system. 

❖ 30% of non-composters surveyed have tried composting in the past. 

❖ Homeowners are more likely than renters to compost food scraps and to use a home 

composting system. 

Why are residents motivated to compost? 

❖ Most households that compost do so because they believe it is good for the environment. 

❖ Households that compost also seek to reduce the amount of waste that ends up in a landfill. 

❖ Households with a garden are more likely to compost food scraps. 

❖ Composters stated that composting is a common practice amongst friends, indicating the 

importance of social and community norms. 

What are identified barriers to composting? 

❖ A primary barrier to composting was a lack of knowledge in the following areas: (1) 

awareness that food scraps can be placed in the yard waste bin; (2) understanding the 

importance of composting; and (3) understanding how to compost and what can be 

composted. 

❖ Most non-composters had concerns about pests or unwanted odors. 

❖ Other barriers include the notion that composting is time-consuming, the lack of an 

established household system to collect food scraps, and a low priority for composting. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Recommendation #1: Provide stickers for yard waste bins. Informational stickers attached 

directly to yard waste bins would inform residents that the bins can be used to collect food scraps 

and would clarify what items can and cannot be composted.  

Recommendation #2: Provide kitchen bins. Republic Services could offer to deliver a 

countertop bin with informational stickers attached. The bin would be delivered to the 

customer’s home and the cost billed to the customer’s existing account.  

Recommendation #3: Organize composting demonstrations at community events. 

Interactive composting demonstrations and workshops at farmers’ markets, fairs, and other 

community events would raise awareness, educate residents about the benefits and ease of 

composting, encourage composting behaviors, and establish community norms. 

Recommendation #4: Expand beyond a residential focus. Since findings indicate that social 

and community norms can increase household participation, we recommend expanding efforts to 

encourage composting at government facilities, private companies, schools, and non-profit 

organizations. In this way, composting can become a norm throughout the Corvallis community. 

Recommendation #5: Pilot programs at a small scale before wider implementation. 

Communities with high levels of residential composting have piloted programs to test and ensure 

effectiveness of particular programs before widespread implementation. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

  To increase residential composting among Corvallis residents, Dr. Hilary Boudet’s 

Applied Research Methods class at Oregon State University conducted research in partnership 

with the Corvallis Sustainability Coalition’s Waste Prevention Action Team. Our three main 

areas of focus were as follows: (1) how Corvallis residents dispose of their food scraps, (2) what 

the barriers and motivations are to composting food scraps, and (3) what the best practices are 

for encouraging residential composting of food scraps in Corvallis.  

  After an in-depth review of research on composting, we surveyed a random sample of 60 

residents who live within neighborhoods covered by the Corvallis Sustainability Coalition’s 

Recycling Block Captain Program to better understand current composting behaviors, as well as 

motivations and barriers to composting. We also organized three focus groups to discuss 

questions related to the motivations behind and potential barriers to food scrap diversion. Finally, 

to elucidate best practices for encouraging residential composting of food scraps, we conducted 

five case studies of composting programs in other cities: Portland, OR; Alameda , CA; Boulder, 

CO; Huron, OH; and Hutchinson, MN. For each case, we collected information through an 

interview with a city employee and document analysis of outreach materials to obtain qualitative 

data about program development, measures for success, and mechanisms to increase composting.  

  Regarding current composting habits, 49% of the Corvallis residents who were surveyed 

throw scraps away in the regular trash; 44% compost food scraps in the yard waste bin; and 15% 

use a home composing system. Our survey results suggest homeowners were more likely to 

compost food scraps than renters and that 30% of non-composters have tried composting in the 

past. A primary barrier to composting listed by both survey and focus group participants was 
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lack of knowledge, specifically in the following areas: (1) awareness that food scraps can be 

placed in the yard waste bin; (2) understanding the importance of composting; and (3) 

understanding how to compost and what can be composted. Other barriers include the notion that 

composting is time-consuming, the lack of an established household system to collect food 

scraps, and a low priority for composting. In addition, most non-composters had concerns about 

pests or unwanted odors. We found that those who composted were often motivated to do so 

because it is beneficial for the environment and because it is a common practice amongst friends, 

which indicates the importance of social and community norms.  

We recommend the following to increase food scrap composting in Corvallis: (1) provide 

stickers for yard waste bins; (2) provide kitchen bins; (3) organize composting demonstrations at 

community events; (4) expand beyond a residential focus by also encouraging composting at 

government facilities, private companies, schools, and non-profit organizations; and (5) pilot 

programs at a smaller scale before planning a wider implementation. We believe these 

recommendations will mitigate the challenges that citizens face when considering composting 

and thus increase participation.  
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BACKGROUND 
 

The Corvallis Sustainability Coalition’s Community Sustainability Action Plan has set a 

goal to achieve a 75% waste recovery rate by 2020. A critical component of achieving this goal 

is residential composting of food scraps. To increase food scrap composting and other waste 

recovery efforts, the Corvallis Sustainability Coalition has enlisted the support of volunteers 

through the Waste Prevention Action Team’s (WPAT) Recycling Block Captain Program 

(RBCP). Volunteer block captains define their own neighborhood (number of homes and 

location) and serve as a liaison between their neighbors and the WPAT. As of March 2015, over 

2,600 homes are in the RBCP distribution area. Block captains engage and educate their 

neighbors about recycling, composting, and waste prevention through the distribution of 

informational handouts. 

Corvallis (through Republic Services) has offered a curbside Mixed Organics Program to 

residential customers since June 2010. Customers can use the yard waste bin for yard debris 

(branches, grass clippings, etc.) and food scraps (veggies, fruit, meat, etc.) Contents of the yard 

waste bins are then brought to Pacific Region Compost near Camp Adair, where it spends 60-90 

days actively processing into compost. 
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PROBLEM STATEMENT 
 

Since the inception of the RBCP in 2010, three composting-specific flyers have been 

developed and disseminated to educate Corvallis residents about composting and to encourage 

them to compost. However, the recovery rate of mixed organics at the curb has not increased as 

expected. In this context, the WPAT would like to better understand the composting behavior of 

Corvallis residents so that future projects and initiatives can target strategies and actions with the 

greatest chance for improvement. For this purpose, the Corvallis Sustainability Coalition 

collaborated with Oregon State University’s Applied Research Methods (SOC 519) class. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
 

With the goals of the Action Plan in mind, our study focused on the following research 

questions: 

 How do Corvallis residents dispose of their food scraps? 

 What are the barriers and motivations to composting food scraps for Corvallis residents? 

 What are the best practices for encouraging residential composting of food scraps in 

Corvallis? 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 
Community Frameworks 

Tools for encouragement are mechanisms used to encourage participation and to establish 

social norms. In Langley Township, BC, Lura Consulting (2010) distributed stickers for 

residential recycling bins reading “We compost” and published a list of residents who opted into 

the program to thank them for helping the environment. This encouraged neighbors who saw the 

stickers and the list of people in the newspaper to join in the program. Feedback is also used as a 

tool for encouragement. In California’s Alameda County, StopWaste provides audits to 

participants to ensure they are composting correctly and to encourage continued composting 

(Freeman & Skumatz, n.d.).  

The provision of resources may also encourage composting. Hutchinson, MN and San 

Francisco provide compostable bags for bins (Yepsen & Goldstein 2007). San Francisco and 

Wayzata, MN, provide a kitchen bin (Foth Infrastructure & Environment 2013). In Ithaca, NY, 

Cornell University and the Statler Hotel provide public compost bins in dining areas (Schwarz & 

Bonhotal 2009). Langley subsidizes the cost of a backyard composter (Lura Consulting 2010). 

Programs in Langley, San Francisco, Ithaca, and Wayzata emphasize the importance of 

community engagement (Foth Infrastructure & Environment 2013; Lura Consulting 2010; 

Schwarz & Bonhotal 2009; Yepsen & Goldstein 2007). Langley allows residents to request 

information and discuss their concerns with staff (Lura Consulting 2010). In 2007, volunteers in 

San Francisco distributed resources in multiple languages to ensure understanding (Yepsen & 

Goldstein 2007). Students at Cornell University in Ithaca hold weekly, in-person educational 

campaigns (Schwarz & Bonhotal 2009). Wayzata organized an advertising campaign (Foth 

Infrastructure & Environment 2013) and implemented a plan similar to the Recycling Block 

Captain Program. 
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Demographics 

An attempt has been made in the existing literature to characterize a typical composter. 

Cox, et al. (2006) says composters are, “older; middle to high income; female; living in detached 

properties; not living with children at home; and more concerned about the environment” (pp. 

200). Gray & Toleman (2006) say composters tend to own their homes. Barr and Gilg (2005) 

depict “a kind of ‘environmental type’ who is…young, female, well-educated, reasonably 

wealthy, car driving, politically liberal and lives in a single family dwelling” (pp, 232). 

Findings about age, income, gender, and education levels are conflicting (Miafodzyeva 

and Brandt 2012). Park et al. found age, income, and city of residence to be statistically 

significant for predicting composting behaviors (2002). Owens et al. (2000) found education to 

be highly correlated with recycling, while age, gender, and race were not statistically significant.  

Baseline 

Composting rates in the U.S. have increased since 2005 (EPA 2012) and vary greatly by 

location (Sharp et al 2010). Cities with high levels of environmental awareness are more likely to 

implement policies that support composting programs (Gomez Research 2007). According to 

Ebreo and Vining (2000), perceived environmental benefits was the strongest predictor of 

curbside recycling participation. When comparing recyclers to non-recyclers, the most 

significant difference was concern about convenience, while environmental altruism and support 

for expanding existing recycling programs were similar between the two groups. 

Main Barriers to Composting 

Lack of education, information, and knowledge; inconvenience; and institutional context 

are important barriers to composting (Refsgaard & Magnussen 2009; Edgerton et. al 2009), as 

well as lack of storage space and facilities (De Young 1990). Miafodzyeva and Brandt (2012) 
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and Tucker and Speirs (2003) found that inconvenience is a major barrier. Park et al. found that 

effort and lack of storage space were negative correlates (2002), while Sharp et al (2010) and 

Berger (1997) point to apathy and difficulty of composting. Habits were a barrier for non-

composters (Knussen and Yule 2008). Similarly, Quimby and Angelique (2011) say that “time, 

money, low efficacy, and hopelessness” are key barriers, but found that education and 

empowerment can break down these barriers and shift norms (Quimby and Angelique 2011).  

Bolaane (2006), Refsgaard & Magnussen (2009) and Slater (2007) emphasize that 

institutional context, such as difficulty working with authorities (Slater 2007) can be a barrier to 

composting. Refsgaard and Magnussen (2006), found that institutional context, including social 

norms and laws, determined composting behaviors, and concluded that unfavorable institutional 

context “can be a hindrance to change” (Refsgaard and Magnussen 2006, pp. 762).  

These barriers can lead to the failure of composting programs (Bolaane 2006). Therefore, 

communities that wish to increase residential composting must provide both the means with 

which to compost and education about composting (Sussman and Gifford 2013). 

Main Motivators for Composting 

Government action can effectively increase composting (Gomez Research 2007). The 

need for “changes in human values, attitudes, and behavior” is found throughout the literature on 

sustainable behavior (Leiserowitz, Kates, and Parris 2006:2), and the way in which communities 

design and manage their composting programs is essential for success (Folz 1991). For example, 

Seattle, Washington, Portland, and San Francisco have penalties for disposing food scraps in the 

garbage, leading to significantly higher rates of composting (United States Environment 2012).  

Ebreo and Vining (2000) say that attitude alone has not been able to accurately predict 

behavior, which may support Refsgaard and Magnussen’s (2006) assertion that attitudes are 
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dependent on social norms. Understanding society’s influence on behavior can help guide best 

practices for encouraging composting. Individuals recycle because it is perceived as convenient 

and mainstream (McKenzie-Mohr 2013). According to Cox et al. (2010) social norms make 

individual efforts significant. Barr & Gilg (2005) stress that encouragement from neighbors and 

friends affects individual recycling behavior, while Sussman and Gifford (2013) say that social 

norms have the potential for changing behaviors. Accordingly, Bratt (1999) suggests that 

interventions focus on social norms rather than environmental concerns.  

Market-based incentives are also important motivators for recycling and composting 

behavior, although they do not outweigh social norms and institutional context. Halvorsen (2010) 

claims that non-economic motivations such as environment and sociocultural norms influence 

behavior more than economic incentives, and Reschovsky and Stone (1994) suggest that market 

incentives will only be effective with a consideration for institutional context.  

Best Practices 

Composting participation begins with information, education, and knowledge (Zurbrugg 

and Ahmed 1999). Educational programs and community resources (Folz 1991) can help alter 

community norms. Interventions should challenge established routines and help individuals to 

form new habits. Bolaane (2006) posited that clear and understandable flyers and visible 

recycling facilities would promote recycling. Sussman and Gifford (2013) recommend well-

crafted and well-placed signs that tell users how to compost and employ humor as a tactic. 

Redman and Redman (2014) suggest altering school curriculum where possible to establish 

environmental values early (Wang, Liu, & Qi 2014). Barr & Gilg (2005) and Cox et al. (2010) 

suggest providing information to households to increase environmental awareness and 

knowledge about waste services. Ebreo and Vining (2000) claim educational campaigns have a 
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positive effect on environmental behaviors. The more detailed the information, the more likely 

individuals will adopt the practices (Redman and Redman 2014). Similarly, Refsgaard and 

Magnussen (2006) found that flyers were ineffective when they were vague and general, 

included unnecessary information, or did not include individualized information. Therefore, 

flyers should be personalized, relevant, and detailed in order to maximize effectiveness. 

  McKenzie-Mohr (2013) recommend community-based marketing strategies that are 

grounded in theory and supported empirically. Gray & Toleman (2006) promote subsidized 

composting bins, along with information and support. According to Sharp et al, the distribution 

of free or subsidized composting bins is the most effective way to increase composting rates.  

Ebreo and Vining (2000) and Halvorsen (2010) found that monetary incentives are not an 

ideal long-term solution because they may backfire and reduce recycling rates once the incentive 

is removed. Incentives may detract from a sense of social good, reframe the motive from 

collective gain to personal gain (Ebreo & Vining 2000), and crowd out the intrinsically 

motivated behavior (Frey 1997). Therefore, Ebreo and Vining (2000) suggest that successful 

campaigns require consideration of how individual characteristics will respond to educational 

materials by placing the individual within the framework of the community at large.  

Although lack of public knowledge and information are significant barriers to 

composting, results from the studies discussed above indicate that education may not be 

sufficient to change behaviors. An important consideration is how personal and institutional 

qualities, social norms, and incentives affect behaviors. By asking questions targeting these 

issues, we can identify key elements for effective programs in the future. 
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METHODOLOGY 
 

To answer our research questions, we used a mix of research approaches, including (1) a 

door-to-door survey with local Corvallis residents; (2) focus groups with block captains, 

composters, and non-composters; and (3) case studies of composting programs in other cities. 

Survey 

To gain a better understanding of how residents dispose of food scraps, we conducted a 

door-to-door survey of Corvallis residents living within the areas served by the RBCP (N=2,610 

households) over a 10-day period from May 2 to May 12, 2015. Survey questions were 

developed using original questions, as well as questions from surveys that have been successful 

elsewhere (McKenzie-Mohr 2013; Colston & Colston 2004; Gomez Research 2007). The survey 

was designed to measure attitude, values, barriers and motivations toward composting (see 

Appendix A for the full questionnaire). From an initial random sample of 90 households, 60 

completed the survey – a completion rate of 67%. The margin of error was 10% at the 95% 

confidence interval (Salant and Dillman 1994). The survey took about 5 to 15 minutes to 

complete. Responses were collected via face-to-face interviews and coded immediately using 

smartphones to minimize data-entry errors on Qualtrics – an online survey program permitting 

the creation of survey instruments, distribution of the surveys, data storage, and analysis.  

The demographic information gathered through our survey sample, to some degree, 

reflects the demographic statistics of the city of Corvallis. Corvallis has a higher education rate 

per capita than any other city in the state of Oregon. In 2008, the city was ranked fifth on a list of 

"America's Smartest Cities" compiled by Forbes online magazine (Geography & Demographics 

2015). The same trend was found in our survey, where 68% of the respondents were college 

graduates or higher.  
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Similarly, the city of Corvallis showed that there were 19,360 households, out of which 

24% had children under the age of 18 living with them, 40.8% were married couples living 

together, and 49.2% were non-families. Comparatively, the data found from our survey, showed 

that 33% of respondents characterize their family to be adults with young children, 40% are 

identified as adults with no children or grown children, and 23% were college students.  

Furthermore, the city of Corvallis states that the average family size of the city is 2.88 as 

of December, 2014. Consistently, our survey also found that more than sixty percent respondents 

were living with 2 or 3 people in their houses. Table 1 shows the demographic information 

received from the 60 survey participants. 

Education  Household Occupants Number of People living in 

the Household 

Answer Response % Answer Response % Answer Response % 

Some high 

school 

0 0 Adults with 

no children 

24 40 1 person 6 10 

High 

Graduate/ 

GED 

6 10 Family with 

young 

children 

20 33 2 people 23 38 

Some 

College/ 

Vocational 

Training 

13 22 Family with 

older 

children 

4 7 3 people 14 23 

College 

Graduate 

or Higher 

41 68 College 

Students 

14 23 4 people 11 18 

      Other 1 2 5 or 

more 

people 

6 10 

Total 60 100   63* 105*    60 100 

TABLE 1: Demographic information gathered from 60 survey participants. *Survey 

participants may have self-identified in more than one category. 
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Focus Groups 

To further elaborate on motivations and barriers to composting, three focus groups were 

conducted between April 29 and May 14, 2015 (See Appendix B for the focus group discussion 

guide). The first focus group consisted of seven block captains from the RBCP; the second of 

four composters who were not block captains; and the third of four non-composters. Participants 

were recruited through members of the RBCP and through word of mouth. The focus groups 

lasted approximately one hour and were held in the homes of block captains. Each focus group 

was facilitated by one researcher with two other researchers taking notes and managing the audio 

recorder. Audio recordings of the focus groups were cross-referenced with notes for consistency. 

The notes were then coded for themes related to motivations and barriers, as well as other themes 

that emerged empirically. 

Case Studies 

To highlight best practices that the Corvallis Sustainability Coalition could incorporate 

into future initiatives, we conducted case studies of two highly successful composting programs 

in Portland, OR, and Alameda County, CA. We also looked at composting programs in three 

other communities of similar size to Corvallis: Boulder, CO; Huron, OH; and Hutchinson, MN.  

We conducted semi-structured telephone interviews with a member of each city’s 

program staff to obtain information about program development, measures for success, and 

mechanisms to increase composting (See Appendix C for a complete list of questions and the 

interview participants). Interviews were conducted between May 4 and May 11, 2015, and 

transcribed, coded, and analyzed for relevant themes. In the case of Portland, our contact 

provided documents to answer some of the questions, and the rest of the questions were 

addressed in an e-mail interview. The average duration of the phone interviews was 19 minutes, 
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with a minimum duration of five minutes and a maximum of 32 minutes. Outreach materials 

were also coded and analyzed for relevant themes to supplement the interviews. We chose to use 

content analysis because it is an unobtrusive method for understanding what people emphasize 

and prioritize (Babbie 2007). 

RESULTS 
 

Findings 

Question 1: How do Corvallis residents dispose of food scraps? 

Findings from our survey show that Corvallis residents who live in RBCP neighborhoods 

dispose of their food scraps in a variety of ways. As seen in Figure 1, disposing of food scraps 

along with the regular trash is the most popular method of food scrap disposal, as this method 

was mentioned by 49% of respondents. Composting food scraps in the yard waste bin was the 

second most common disposal method with 44% of respondents reporting that they had disposed 

of waste in this manner. Other methods of food scrap disposal mentioned by respondents 

included using a home compost pile (15%), giving scraps to a pet (13%), and using the garbage 

disposal (5%).  
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FIGURE 1: Percentage of responses when survey participants (N=60) were asked, “How 

does your household typically dispose of food scraps?” 

A variety of motivating factors encourage households to compost. The focus groups 

revealed multiple motivations for composting that were further supported by the survey 

responses. Identity was often a driving force behind the habit. One participant who recently 

relocated to Corvallis from out of state identified composting as “The Oregon way” and therefore 

something that should be integrated into her routine. Among the block captains and composters, 

recycling and composting habits stretched back years, sometimes to childhood. Few non-

composters grew up in a household that recycled or composted, although two focus group 

participants indicated failed attempts at composting as adults. Like survey respondents, 

composter focus group participants also stressed that reducing the amount of waste going to the 

landfill motivates them to compost. Most of the surveyed households that compost believe that it 

is good for the environment and identified gardening and producing nutrient-rich soil as 

additional reasons that individuals choose to compost (See Figure 2).  
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FIGURE 2: Percentage of responses when composters (N=29) were asked, “What are your     

reasons for composting food scraps?” 

  

An analysis of surveys showed differences between those who compost and those who 

dispose of food scraps through other means. For example, as shown in Figure 3, surveyed 

homeowners were more likely to report composting their food waste than renters, especially in 

their own home compost pile. This difference could, in part, be explained by differences in 

whether a household had a garden. Homeowners were also more likely to report having a garden 

than renters, and households with a garden, in turn, were much more likely to report composting. 

Demographic factors also appear to play a role in food waste disposal decisions. 

Households with highly educated individuals (some college or higher) are much more likely to 

report composting than those with limited educational backgrounds. While education could serve 

as a proxy for having the income and resources to compost, its relevance could still indicate that 

educational background plays a role in waste disposal choices. College students and families 

with older children were much less likely to report composting than families with younger 

children or no/grown children.  
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FIGURE 3: Food waste disposal habits of home owners and renters (N=60).  

 

Question 2: What are the main barriers to composting? 

Of the non-composters who were surveyed, 30% had tried composting in the past. 

However, we were surprised to find no single primary reason that individuals do not compost. 

Obstacles to composting behavior appear to be diverse, although the biggest barriers seem to be 

lack of knowledge, lack of time, lack of interest, and the messy nature of composting. Lack of 

knowledge was a theme in all three focus groups. Questions arose such as: What can you put in 

your yard waste bin? What tools should you use to make diverting your food scraps easier? Is 

there an environmental benefit to composting?  

A major source of confusion included the signage on the yard waste bin itself, which 

often says “yard waste only” in large letters. Adding to this confusion, yard waste bins are 

different colors for commercial and residential users. Uncertainty about what can be composted 

was exacerbated by disposable utensils and countertop bin liners packaged as “compostable,” 

although these items cannot be composted through Republic Services’ residential composting 

program. Sharon Barnes from the composting facility in Huron, OH stated, “It is really difficult 
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to introduce compostable plastics because it is such a Wild West show … People have access to 

the stores that have all the biodegradable [products] and you are trying to teach an entire 

population that biodegradable isn’t necessarily compostable. That’s a trick.” 

Corvallis residents are not alone in their confusion about what can and cannot be 

composted. According to Becky Kobow, Sales and Marketing Specialist at CreekSide Soils, the 

biggest problem facing Hutchinson’s composting program is contamination. Because people do 

not know or do not care what can and cannot go into the compost bin, the composting facility has 

to throw out more contaminated compost than they would like. While it is more difficult to reach 

those who do not care what can be composted, Hutchinson has tried to reach residents who are 

simply misinformed to teach them what is compostable. Accordingly, the document that provides 

details on Hutchinson’s program devotes significant space to educating residents on what is and 

is not compostable. For example, it specifies that in addition to food scraps, residents may put 

soiled paper products such as napkins or newspapers in the compost bin, but clean newspapers 

and plastic must go in the recycling bin. 

Knowledge about available tools for making composting easier was also lacking for non-

composters. One participant from the non-composter focus group admitted that it had not 

occurred to her to have a receptacle like the countertop kitchen bin for temporarily storing food 

scraps, similar to how the kitchen garbage bin temporarily holds landfill waste. 

Another area in which non-composters lacked knowledge was about the benefits of 

composting. One participant had been told by a colleague that pollution generated from trucking 

and separating compost outweighed the benefits of landfill diversion. Another participant agreed, 

saying, “For me, recycling cans and bottles is a no-brainer, but I just never thought of my food 

scraps as that big of a deal.” While identity may play a role in motivating composters, many of 
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the non-composters in our focus group were concerned that the effort was only symbolic. As one 

participant stated, “There’s a lot of understanding about [the environmental benefits of recycling] 

that there isn’t about composting…. I just don’t know what I’m not doing and what sin I’m really 

committing [by not composting].” In an effort to close this knowledge gap the City of Alameda 

mailed out a half-page postcard to every residence with a picture of an apple core on it, titled 

“Encore”. It explained that composting is necessary because food waste in the landfill creates 

methane gas, which is 23 times more damaging to the environment than the carbon dioxide 

exhaust from a car’s tailpipe.  

While missing, wrong, or uncertain knowledge was a major theme, inconvenience and 

unpleasantness also emerged as themes. Many focus group participants admitted that adding 

compost to their routine would mean more trips carrying waste outside, something that sounds 

unappealing. Both survey and focus group participants had concerns about attracting pests, 

producing unwanted odors, and the inconvenience of collecting food scraps in the kitchen. Over 

25% of survey respondents agreed or strongly agreed that collecting food scraps in the kitchen 

attracts flies, and approximately 25% of survey respondents agreed that collecting food scraps in 

the kitchen produces unwanted odors. Unsightliness, foul odors, and attracting pests were 

discussed in all three focus groups, occurring most frequently among the non-composters. 

Contrary to non-composters, composters do not tend to believe that collecting food scraps 

attracts pests, produces unwanted odors, or is inconvenient. This difference between composters 

and non-composters indicates that misconceptions amongst non-composters may be a barrier.  

Kelle Boumansour, Residential Sustainability Specialist for the City of Boulder, said they 

try to help residents overcome the “yuck” factor of composting—the perception that composting 

is unsanitary and disgusting. One way they deal with this “yuck” factor is by reaching out to 
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residents to make sure they know that they can contain their food scraps in a bin in the house 

before they take them out to the compost bin. 

Question 3: What are the best practices for encouraging composting? 

A significant number (30%) of Corvallis residents who live in RBCP neighborhoods are 

unaware of the opportunity for composting through Republic Services. Moreover, 30% of non-

composters have tried to compost in the past but stopped. In order to increase composting rates, 

an informational campaign should provide information not only about existing opportunities to 

compost, but also how it can be done cleanly and efficiently. In this case, an in-person 

demonstration about composting techniques might be effective. According to survey findings, an 

internet search is the first place respondents would go if they wanted more information about 

composting (See Table 2). Thus, different sources of information, including the internet, should 

be used in such a campaign.  

Answer   
 

Response % 

Internet search   
 

35 58% 

Waste 

management 

company 

  
 

12 20% 

Don’t know   
 

10 17% 

Other: (See 

Appendix D) 
  
 

8 13% 

Friend/Neighbor   
 

4 7% 

Family Member   
 

2 3% 

Government 

Agency 
  
 

2 3% 

Block captain   
 

1 2% 

Environmental 

Organization 
  
 

1 2% 

TABLE 2: Survey responses to where residents seek information on composting.  

 

Our case study research showed that education is an integral part of any composting 

program. Educational programs can focus on direct benefits to residents for participating in the 
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program, what is and is not acceptable to compost, and how to comply with program 

requirements. In Boulder, Colorado, one way the city attempts to get people to participate in their 

curbside composting program is by partnering with non-profit groups to correct misconceptions 

about composting and break down barriers. Kelle Boumansour, Residential Sustainability 

Specialist for the City of Boulder, noted that in addition to traditional mailings, the city engages 

with residents on social media and puts information on educational displays in libraries and other 

city-owned public buildings. Similar educational displays were used in Alameda, California. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Recommendation #1: Provide stickers for yard waste bins. A key barrier to composting is 

uncertainty about what items can be disposed of in the yard waste bin and how to implement the 

practice in the home. Many composters in the focus groups speculated that a key reason some 

people do not compost is because they are unsure of what can go in the yard waste bin. They 

suggested adding signage indicating what Corvallis residents can dispose of in the yard waste bin 

to alleviate some of this confusion. However, all non-composter focus group participants 

indicated that they had yard waste bin information accessible, in many cases a flyer from 

Republic Services on their fridge, but that they did not refer to it. According to half of the non-

composters in the focus group, having signage directly on the bin could be a more effective 

reminder, with only one participant stating, “I wouldn’t even notice the sign.” Stickers attached 

directly to yard waste bins would inform residents that the bins can be used to collect food scraps 

and would clarify what items can and cannot be composted.  

 

Recommendation #2: Provide kitchen bins. Another method of encouraging residential 

composting through Republic Services is making the practice as convenient and streamlined as 

possible through the provision of resources. Most focus group participants who successfully 

compost indicated that having an appropriately sized semi-sealing bin that minimizes pests 

alleviated much of the real and perceived inconvenience associated with composting. A 

technique discussed multiple times is using a countertop bin in the kitchen as an intermediate 

step in collecting food scraps. The benefit of a countertop bin was affirmed by non-composters 

who stated that they would not carry their food scraps to the yard waste bin each time that they 

disposed of them. San Francisco provides a kitchen container to city residents for easy food scrap 
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collection before being placed in the compost bin, as does Wayzata, MN (Foth Infrastructure & 

Environment, 2013). Republic Services could also offer this resource by delivering a countertop 

bin with informational stickers attached. The bin could be delivered to the customer’s home, and 

the cost of the bin could be billed to the customer’s existing account. 

 

Recommendation #3: Organize composting demonstrations at community events. The 

RBCP could be instrumental in raising composting rates in their neighborhoods by cultivating 

shared norms around food scrap diversion. Programs in Langley, San Francisco, Ithaca, and 

Wayzata emphasize the importance of community engagement (Foth Infrastructure & 

Environment, 2013; Lura Consulting, 2010; Schwarz & Bonhotal, 2009; Yepsen & Goldstein, 

2007). Interactive, face-to-face composting demonstrations and workshops at farmers’ markets, 

fairs, and other community events that would raise awareness, educate residents about the 

benefits and ease of composting, encourage composting behaviors, and establish norms. For 

example, the city of Alameda has hosted booths at local fairs that explained the importance of 

composting and encouraged conversations between residents and booth hosts.  

As an accompaniment to the demonstrations, the Corvallis block captains could hand out 

flyers at the event that specifically address misconceptions about composting, suggest systems 

for easier composting, and clarify what can and cannot be composted, which would be a 

particularly effective way for the Corvallis Environmental Coalition to use flyers to disseminate 

information. 

 

Recommendation #4: Expand beyond a residential focus. As outlined in our literature review 

and case studies, changing social norms around composting can prove critical to implementing a 
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successful composting program. Many composters in the focus groups indicated that they were 

motivated to compost because it was a prevalent practice amongst friends and that sustainable 

practices occurred at home as they grew up. Further, one non-composter stated, “Corvallis is way 

ahead of the game culturally and socially. That pressure is there, but maybe the functionality 

needs to catch up a bit.... It’s interesting how your behavior is defined by social pressures.” Kelle 

Boumansour, Residential Sustainability Specialist for Boulder, demonstrates the impact of 

community norms on behavior by noting that, “People...want to live in Boulder because of the 

reputation it has for being sustainable, and part of that is then doing their part to help achieve 

zero waste.” By participating in these community norms, residents feel they are doing their part 

to further sustainability and to help their community's reputation. 

Since findings indicate that social and community norms can increase participation, we 

recommend expanding efforts to encourage composting at government facilities, private 

companies, schools, and non-profit organizations. In this way, composting can become a norm 

throughout the Corvallis community. 

 

Recommendation #5: Pilot programs on a small scale before wider implementation. Piloting 

has been used to test and ensure effectiveness of particular programs in other communities with 

high levels of residential composting. One of the major findings from our case studies is that 

running a pilot program is an efficient, cost-effective way to determine what works on a small 

scale. Sharon Barnes from Huron, Ohio concluded her interview by stating, "Every 

community manages it a little different, and there is no template of doing it right. There are 

certain elements that penetrate all of the good programs, but everybody has a little bit different 

makeup of waste stream, and the products produced are different, and all that needs to be 
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understood." Every case we studied had previously implemented a pilot program to test their 

program before bringing the venture to a city-wide scale. According to Kelle Boumansour, 

Residential Sustainability Specialist for the City of Boulder, multiple pilot programs that had 

been conducted around the city helped city staff to “identify some barriers and issues that would 

need to be addressed“ and “really helped in making the citywide effort fairly seamless.” Amanda 

Romero, Conservation Program Specialist for the City of Portland, told us that Portland’s pilot 

program allowed the city to “really understand community opinions about the system” and focus 

on “targeting outreach and troubleshooting to meet those needs.” In the cities we studied, 

running pilot programs allowed testing of program specifics and provided helpful feedback from 

residents without the higher costs associated with a citywide effort. 
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CONCLUSION 

 Our work addresses questions about the present state of residential composting of food 

scraps in Corvallis, motivations and barriers, and practical strategies for increasing the 

percentage of households who compost food scraps. We employed a mixed-methods approach 

using a door-to-door survey, focus groups, and case studies to gather information on food scrap 

composting. We found that almost half of the Corvallis residents in areas served by the RBCP 

report composting and that homeowners were more likely than renters to report composting food 

scraps and using a home composting system. In addition, composters mentioned that composting 

is a common practice amongst friends, which shows the importance of social and community 

norms.  

We found that a primary barrier for composting is lack of knowledge. Among non-

composters, a major barrier was the concern about pests and unwanted odors. Additionally, the 

idea that composting is time-consuming, the lack of an established household system to collect 

food scraps, and a low priority for composting were among the barriers for composting. 

As a result of our research, we suggest the following recommendations to increase food 

waste composting: (1) provide stickers for yard waste bins, (2) provide kitchen bins, (3) organize 

composting demonstrations at community events, (4) expand efforts beyond a residential focus, 

and (5) pilot programs at smaller scales before wider implementation. Based on our research, we 

truly believe that these recommendations will mitigate the challenges that citizens face when 

considering composting and thus increase participation.  
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APPENDIX A: SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE 
 

Q1 Composting Behaviors, Motivations and Barriers 

Hello, my name is [insert name]. I am a Masters of Public Policy student at Oregon State University. As 

part of a class project in partnership with the Corvallis Sustainability Coalition and Republic Services, we 

are interested in learning more about how Corvallis residents dispose of their food scraps. I would be 

most grateful if you could take part in a brief, 5-10 minute survey. Your participation is completely 

voluntary and your individual responses will remain confidential. We will summarize the survey results 

and make recommendations to our community partners to improve their outreach programs. Thank you 

very much for your time and feedback! 

Q5 In your household, who is responsible for making decisions about waste disposal? 

Q6 Are you aware that you can use Republic Services' yard waste bin to compost food scraps? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

If Q6 “Yes” Is Selected 

 

Q7 How did you find out that you could use the yard waste bin to compost food scraps? (Do not read 

options). 

 From a friend, relative, or neighbor (1) 

 In the newspaper, television, radio, or other media (2) 

 Online (3) 

 From Neighborhood Recycling Block Captains (4) 

 Received information through the mail (5) 

 Received an informational flyer that had been left at the house (6) 

 Received information at a public place (7) 

 Noticed food scraps in a neighbor's yard waste bins (8) 

 Heard about it in some other way (Please indicate). (9) ____________________ 

 

Q8 How does your household typically dispose of food scraps? (Do not read options unless they need 

clarification). 

 Along with the regular trash (5) 

 In a home compost pile (2) 

 Put food scraps in the yard waste bin (3) 

 In the garbage disposal in the kitchen sink (4) 

 Give to a pet (6) 

 Other: (7) ____________________ 

 Not applicable (10) 
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If previous question shows that someone does compost food scraps: 

Q9 What are your reasons for composting food scraps? (Do not read. Check all that are mentioned.) 

 It's a convenient way to dispose of food scraps (1) 

 It's good for the environment (2) 

 It's good for my garden (3) 

 It reduces trash/saves space in the trash can (4) 

 It reduces waste in the landfill (5) 

 It decreases the need for fertilizer (6) 

 My friends and/or neighbors encourage me to compost my food scraps (7) 

 My family and/or housemates encourage me to compost my food scraps (8) 

 Composting food scraps is satisfying (9) 

 Other reasons not listed above (10) ____________________ 

 

For people who indicate that they do compost food scraps: 

Q10 Please rate the following statements on a scale from "strongly disagree" to "strongly agree." 

 Strongly 

Disagree (1) 

Disagree (2) Neither agree 

nor disagree (3) 

Agree (4) Strongly Agree 

(5) 

Collecting food 

scraps in the 

kitchen is 

inconvenient (1) 

          

Collecting food 

scraps in the 

kitchen produces 

unwanted odors 

(2) 

          

Collecting food 

scraps in the 

kitchen attracts 

flies (3) 

          

Taking food 

scraps out to the 

yard waste bin is 

inconvenient (4) 

          

Composting is 

expensive (8) 
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For people who indicate that they do compost food scraps: 

Q11 Thinking of the reasons why your household composts, rate the importance of the following reasons 

on a scale from "not at all important" to "very important." 

 Not at all 

Important (6) 

Somewhat 

important (7) 

Important (9) Very Important 

(10) 

Not applicable 

or no opinion (8) 

Reducing the 

amount of waste 

generated by 

your household 

(2) 

          

Developing 

nutrient-rich soil 

(1) 

          

Getting feelings 

of satisfaction 

from 

composting (3) 

          

 

 

For people whose answers indicate that they do not compost food scraps: 

Q12 Have you ever tried composting in the past? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

 

Q13 What do you feel limits your household's ability to compost food scraps? (Do not read options. 

Check all that apply.) 

 Not interested (1) 

 Lack of knowledge (2) 

 Difficult to get started (3) 

 Too much time (4) 

 Too expensive (5) 

 Too messy (6) 

 Produces unwanted odors (7) 

 Attracts animals or insects (8) 

 Weather (9) 

 Inconvenience of collecting food scraps in kitchen (10) 

 Inconvenience of taking food scraps to bin (11) 

 The property owner/manager discourages composting (12) 

 Household does not produce enough food scraps (13) 

 Does not have yard waste bins (14) 

 None of the reasons listed above (15) 

 Other reasons not listed above (16) ____________________ 
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For people who do not compost food scraps and have never tried it before: 

Q14 While I understand that you do not compost, please respond to the following statements based on 

what you believe it would be like to compost, rather than what you have actually experienced. Please rate 

the statements on a scale from "strongly disagree" to "strongly agree." 

 Strongly Disagree 

(1) 

Disagree (2) Neither agree nor 

disagree (3) 

Agree (4) Strongly Agree 

(5) 

Collecting food scraps 

in the kitchen is 

inconvenient (1) 

          

Collecting food scraps 

in the kitchen 

produces unwanted 

odors (2) 

          

Collecting food scraps 

in the kitchen attracts 

flies (3) 

          

Taking food scraps out 

to the compost bin is 

inconvenient (4) 

          

Composting is 

expensive (5) 
          

 

 

For people who do not compost food scraps: 

Q15 Please rate the following statements on how important they would be in encouraging you to begin 

composting. Please rate these statements on a scale from "not at all important" to "very important." 

 Not at all important 

(1) 

Somewhat 

important (2) 

Important (3) Very 

Important (4) 

Not applicable or 

no opinion (5) 

Reducing the amount 

of waste generated by 

your household (1) 

          

Developing nutrient-

rich soil (2) 
          

Getting feelings of 

satisfaction from 

composting (3) 
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Q16 Do you agree with the following statements? 

 Yes (1) No (2) Unsure or No Opinion (3) 

I am familiar with which food items can be composted 

in the yard waste bins (2) 
      

I am satisfied with the residential food scrap disposal 

program (3) 
      

I would like more information about composting (4)       

 

 

Q17 Where would you go if you wanted more information about composting? (Do not read). 

 Internet search (1) 

 Friend/Neighbor (2) 

 Family Member (9) 

 Block captain (3) 

 Waste management company (4) 

 Government Agency (5) 

 Environmental Organization (6) 

 Don't know (7) 

 Other: (Please specify) (8) ____________________ 

 

Q18 What type of house do you live in? 

 Single-family home (1) 

 Duplex (2) 

 Apartment (3) 

 Townhouse/Condominium (4) 

 Mobile Home (5) 

 Other (6) ____________________ 

 

Q19 Do you own or rent your home? 

 Own (1) 

 Rent (2) 

 Other (3) ____________________ 

 

For renters: 

Q20 Who pays for waste collection? 

 Owner of the property (1) 

 Residents of the property (2) 

 Other (3) ____________________ 
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Q21 Does your household have a garden? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

 

Q22 Including yourself, how many people live in your household? 

 1 (1) 

 2 (2) 

 3 (3) 

 4 (4) 

 5+ (5) 

 

Q23 What best describes the occupants of your household? Please check all that apply. 

 Adults with no children or grown children (1) 

 Family with young children (2) 

 Family with older children (3) 

 College Students (4) 

 Other (5) ____________________ 

 

Q24 What is the highest level of education completed by someone living in your household?  

 Some high school (1) 

 High School Graduate/ GED (2) 

 Some College/Vocational Training (3) 

 College Graduate or higher (4) 

 

Q25 Is there anything else you would like us to know? 

 

Q26 Would you be interested in attending a focus group discussion about residential food scraps, organic 

waste, and composting? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

 

Q28 Please indicate your neighborhood 
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APPENDIX B: FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION GUIDE 
 

Thank you so much for coming! We look forward to learning about your experiences. We are 

graduate students at OSU’s School of Public Policy and working with the Corvallis 

Sustainability Coalition. We hope to learn about composting and waste diversion in Corvallis. 

Other team members are conducting a door-to-door survey and looking at case studies of other 

cities. We hope to get a richer understanding than you can get in a survey by having this 

conversation with you today. We hope to make this an inclusive environment and welcome all 

perspectives. We’d love it if everyone has to opportunity to share. We are going to use the 

information from this focus group to inform our report for the Corvallis Sustainability Coalition. 

We will not share your identity unless you indicate you want us to. Also, participating in this 

focus group is completely voluntary. If at any time you wish to end your participation, please do 

so. Is it all right if we record this? Do you have any questions for us? To get things started, could 

you please share what you would like us to call you and a favorite food.  

 

Note for Pilot- ask about clearness/rule setting about introduction/ Add how we found them? 

Keep track of the types of questions that people ask. 

 

At the end of the focus group: Hand out brief survey which will include a question that asks 

(y/n): would you like us to include identifying information related to your participation in the 

focus group in our report? If participant indicates ‘yes,’ we will then ask that they provide us 

with their name.  

 

Composters: 

1. What motivated you to start composting food scraps? 

a. Was there a particular event that inspired you, was it a gradual change, did you 

notice that composting was becoming more common, or….? 

2. Before you started composting your food scraps, did you have to overcome any barriers? 

Convenience, time, knowledge, etc. 

3. Republic Services allows food scrap composting in the yard waste bin. Do you use the 

yard waste bin to compost your food scraps? Why or why not? 

Is this a good way to promote composting of food scraps? How does it help 

encourage composting? How could it potentially fail to promote composting? 

4. Is there anything else related to food scrap composting that you feel is important for us to 

know? 

 

Non-Composters: 
1. What come to mind when you think about composting? 

a. Beneficial? 

b. Easy or difficult? 

c. Do you know anyone who composts their food scraps? 

2. What do you know about composting?  

a) What are your options for disposing of food scraps? 

b) What can you put in the yard debris bin? 

c) Where do you go when you aren’t sure how to dispose of something? 
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d) Have you received information from Republic Services, your Block Captain? 

3. Why don’t you compost? What are some barriers that prevent you from composting? 

a) What do you do with your food scraps? 

b) Have you tried composting and stopped? 

4. Is there anything about composting we should have asked about? 

 

Block Captains: 
1.       Please walk me through a recent time when you distributed flyers 

a. Follow up: Why did you choose the particular method of distribution? 

 

2.      If you can, please tell me about a time as a block captain when you changed someone’s 

behavior regarding composting or waste diversion.  

 

3.       Can you describe a specific interaction you had while you were distributing flyers or 

communicating with neighbors about composting that you found to be enlightening or telling in 

some way? 

 

4.       As a block captain, what are some misconceptions about composting that you have 

personally encountered in your neighborhood? 

a.       Are there certain barriers (knowledge, convenience) that prevent people from 

composting? 

 

5.       Do your neighbors use the gray yard waste bins? If so, what do they use them for?  Why or 

why not? 

 

6.       What are your perceptions of the effectiveness of the block captain program? 

 

7.       What are some ways to make the Block Captain program more effective? What could 

block captains do better to convince people about composting?  

 

8.       Is there anything else that we didn’t discuss that would help us better understand 

composting in your neighborhood?  
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APPENDIX C: CASE STUDY INTERVIEW GUIDE 
 

1.     Can you tell me a bit about how [name of the program] came into being? 

● Follow-up: What were some of the challenges with getting the program started? Were 

there any surprises in its implementation? 

● How have non-profit groups participated in the process? 

2.    How do you measure the success of your program? 

3.    What do you think has contributed the most to increasing household composting 

participation? 

4. In your opinion, what were some of the most effective strategies used by your program to 

increase residential composting? 

● Follow-up: Where did you direct the most resources to meet those goals? (Advertising, 

staffing, infrastructure, etc.?) 

5.     Is there anything you think is important about the program that we have not yet addressed? 

 

# Interviewer Date Interviewee Length Type 

1 Stephen 5/4/15 Kelle Boumansour, Residential 

Sustainability Specialist, City of 

Boulder 

21 mins Phone 

2 Sarah  5/6/15 Kerry Parker, Program Specialist, City 

of Alameda 

16 mins Phone 

3 Stephen 5/8/15 Amanda Romero, Conservation 

Program Specialist, City of Portland 

N/A E-mail 

4 Sarah 5/8/15 Sharon Barnes, Composting Facility, 

Huron, OH 

32 mins Phone 

5 Stephen 5/11/15 Becky Kobow, Sales and Marketing 

Specialist, CreekSide Soils (Hutchinson) 

5 mins Phone 

 

  



THE “DIRT” ON COMPOSTING IN CORVALLIS: MOVING TOWARD A ZERO-WASTE FUTURE 

 44 

APPENDIX D:  RESULTS DATA ANALYSIS 
 

Part 1. Statistics of individual questions4.  Are you aware that you can use Republic Services’ 

yard waste bin to compost food scraps?

 

# Answer   
 

Response % 

1 Yes   
 

43 70% 

2 No   
 

18 30% 

 Total  61 100% 

 

 

 

1. How did you find out that you could use the yard waste bin to compost food scraps? 

(Do not read options). 
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# Answer   
 

Response % 

6 

Received an 

informational 

flyer that had 

been left at the 

house 

  
 

14 33% 

9 

Heard about it in 

some other way 

(Please indicate). 

  
 

11 26% 

1 

From a friend, 

relative, or 

neighbor 

  
 

11 26% 

2 

In the 

newspaper, 

television, radio, 

or other media 

  
 

8 19% 

5 

Received 

information 

through the mail 

  
 

7 17% 

7 

Received 

information at a 

public place 

  
 

3 7% 

3 Online   
 

1 2% 

8 

Noticed food 

scraps in a 

neighbor’s yard 

waste bins 

  
 

1 2% 

4 

From 

Neighborhood 

Recycling Block 

Captains 

  
 

1 2% 

 

Heard about it in some other way (Please indicate). 

Sustainability class on campus 

From job, class too 

Roommate 

Common sense 

Change in company 

Maybe in university 

I knew it 

Flyer 

Been a while, I knew 

School probably 

Class in OSU 
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.  How does your household typically dispose of food scraps? (Do not read options unless 

they need clarification). 

 

 

# Answer   
 

Response % 

5 
Along with the 

regular trash 
  
 

30 49% 

3 

Put food scraps 

in the yard waste 

bin 

  
 

27 44% 

2 
In a home 

compost pile 
  
 

9 15% 

6 Give to a pet   
 

8 13% 

4 

In the garbage 

disposal in the 

kitchen sink 

  
 

3 5% 

7 Other:   
 

1 2% 

10 Not applicable   
 

0 0% 
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7.  What are your reasons for composting food scraps? (Do not read. Check all that are 

mentioned.) 

 

 

 

# Answer   
 

Response % 

2 
It’s good for the 

environment 
  
 

15 52% 

3 
It’s good for my 

garden 
  
 

11 38% 

5 
It reduces waste 

in the landfill 
  
 

7 24% 

4 

It reduces 

trash/saves space 

in the trash can 

  
 

5 17% 

1 

It’s a convenient 

way to dispose of 

food scraps 

  
 

4 14% 

8 

My family and/or 

housemates 

encourage me to 

compost my food 

scraps 

  
 

3 10% 

9 

Composting food 

scraps is 

satisfying 

  
 

2 7% 

6 
It decreases the 

need for fertilizer 
  
 

2 7% 

7 

My friends 

and/or neighbors 

encourage me to 

compost my food 

scraps 

  
 

2 7% 
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8.  Please rate the following statements on a scale from “strongly disagree” to “strongly 

agree.” (Composters) 

# Question 
Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree 

Neither agree 

nor disagree 
Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 

Total 

Responses 
Mean 

1 

Collecting food 

scraps in the kitchen 

is inconvenient 

9 16 2 5 2 34 2.26 

2 

Collecting food 

scraps in the kitchen 

produces unwanted 

odors 

8 16 1 8 1 34 2.35 

3 

Collecting food 

scraps in the kitchen 

attracts flies 

4 15 5 9 1 34 2.65 

4 

Taking food scraps 

out to the yard waste 

bin is inconvenient 

8 18 5 2 1 34 2.12 

8 
Composting is 

expensive 
20 10 2 1 1 34 1.62 
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9.  Thinking of the reasons why your household composts, rate the importance of the 

following reasons on a scale from “not at all important” to “very important.” 

 

 

# Question 
Not at all 

Important 
Important 

Very 

Important 

Not applicable 

or no opinion 

Total 

Responses 
Mean 

1 Developing nutrient-rich soil 3 16 9 0 28 9.00 

2 

Reducing the amount of 

waste generated by your 

household 

2 14 9 0 25 9.12 

3 
Getting feelings of 

satisfaction from composting 
2 12 8 4 26 8.92 
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10.  Have you ever tried composting in the past? 

 

 

# Answer   
 

Response % 

1 Yes   
 

8 30% 

2 No   
 

19 70% 

 Total  27 100% 
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11.  What do you feel limits your household’s ability to compost food scraps? (Do not read 

options. Check all that apply.) 

 

 

# Answer   
 

Response % 

16 
Other reasons not listed 

above 
  
 

16 27% 

2 Lack of knowledge   
 

11 19% 

4 Too much time   
 

11 19% 

1 Not interested   
 

8 14% 

10 

Inconvenience of 

collecting food scraps in 

kitchen 

  
 

7 12% 

15 
None of the reasons listed 

above 
  
 

6 10% 

6 Too messy   
 

6 10% 

3 Difficult to get started   
 

6 10% 

13 

Household does not 

produce enough food 

scraps 

  
 

4 7% 

11 
Inconvenience of taking 

food scraps to bin 
  
 

4 7% 

8 Attracts animals or insects   
 

3 5% 

7 Produces unwanted odors   
 

3 5% 

9 Weather   
 

1 2% 
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Other reasons not listed above 

Dog gets into 

Bin is needed 

No 

So much communication 

Size of the yard 

Need more space 

Nothing 

No limits 

Having a separate container for it. 

Husband is not interested to compost 

Smaller space for composting 

Smaller composting bin 

Nothing 

We don’t have any limitations. 

The amount that we have. Smaller space for food scraps. 

No bin 
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12.  While I understand that you do not compost, please respond to the following 

statements based on what you believe it would be like to compost, rather than what you 

have actually experienced. Please rate the statements on a scale from “strongly disagree” to 

“strongly agree.” (Non-composters) 

 

Composters (from question 8): 

 

# Question 
Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree 

Neither agree 

nor disagree 
Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 

Total 

Responses 
Mean 
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13.  Please rate the following statements on how important they would be in encouraging 

you to begin composting. Please rate these statements on a scale from “not at all 

important” to “very important.” 

 

 

1 

Collecting food scraps in 

the kitchen is 

inconvenient 

0 5 2 12 0 19 3.37 

2 

Collecting food scraps in 

the kitchen produces 

unwanted odors 

0 1 3 12 3 19 3.89 

3 
Collecting food scraps in 

the kitchen attracts flies 
0 1 4 13 1 19 3.74 

4 

Taking food scraps out to 

the compost bin is 

inconvenient 

0 3 7 8 1 19 3.37 

5 Composting is expensive 0 6 13 0 0 19 2.68 
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# Question 
Not at all 

important 

Somewhat 

important 
Important 

Very 

Important 

Not 

applicable or 

no opinion 

Total 

Responses 
Mean 

1 

Reducing the 

amount of waste 

generated by 

your household 

2 13 10 1 1 27 2.48 

2 
Developing 

nutrient-rich soil 
3 9 12 2 1 27 2.59 

3 

Getting feelings 

of satisfaction 

from 

composting 

13 10 3 0 1 27 1.74 

 

14.  Do you agree with the following statements? 

 

 

# Question Yes No 
Unsure or 

No Opinion 

Total 

Responses 
Mean 

2 
I am familiar with which food items can be 

composted in the yard waste bins 
42 12 6 60 1.40 

3 
I am satisfied with the residential food 

scrap disposal program 
32 3 25 60 1.88 

4 
I would like more information about 

composting 
15 38 7 60 1.87 
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15.  Where would you go if you wanted more information about composting? (Do not read). 

 

 

# Answer   
 

Response % 

1 Internet search   
 

35 58% 

4 
Waste management 

company 
  
 

12 20% 

7 Don’t know   
 

10 17% 

8 Other: (Please specify)   
 

8 13% 

2 Friend/Neighbor   
 

4 7% 

9 Family Member   
 

2 3% 

5 Government Agency   
 

2 3% 

3 Block captain   
 

1 2% 

6 
Environmental 

Organization 
  
 

1 2% 

 

Other: (Please specify) 

Extension Service 

Avery Park. There is written material. Sometimes they do exhibition 

Master gardeners 

My books about composting 

Master gardeners 

Extension Service 

RS 
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16.  What type of house do you live in? 

 

 

# Answer   
 

Response % 

1 Single-family home   
 

50 83% 

2 Duplex   
 

6 10% 

3 Apartment   
 

1 2% 

4 Townhouse/Condominium   
 

3 5% 

5 Mobile Home   
 

0 0% 

6 Other   
 

0 0% 

 Total  60 100% 

 

17.  Do you own or rent your home? 
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# Answer   
 

Response % 

1 Own   
 

31 52% 

2 Rent   
 

29 48% 

3 Other   
 

0 0% 

 Total  60 100% 

 

 

18.  Who pays for waste collection? 

 

 

# Answer   
 

Response % 

1 
Owner of the 

property 
  
 

6 21% 

2 
Residents of the 

property 
  
 

23 79% 

3 Other   
 

0 0% 

 Total  29 100% 
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19.  Does your household have a garden? 

 

 

# Answer   
 

Response % 

1 Yes   
 

40 67% 

2 No   
 

20 33% 

 Total  60 100% 

 

20.  Including yourself, how many people live in your household? 
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# Answer   
 

Response % 

1 1   
 

6 10% 

2 2   
 

23 38% 

3 3   
 

14 23% 

4 4   
 

11 18% 

5 5+   
 

6 10% 

 Total  60 100% 

 

21.  What best describes the occupants of your household? Please check all that apply. 

 

 

# Answer   
 

Response % 

1 
Adults with no children or 

grown children 
  
 

24 40% 

2 Family with young children   
 

20 33% 

3 Family with older children   
 

4 7% 

4 College Students   
 

14 23% 

5 Other   
 

1 2% 

 

Other 

2 retired and 1 grad student 
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22.  What is the highest level of education completed by someone living in your household?  

 

 

# Answer   
 

Response % 

1 Some high school   
 

0 0% 

2 
High School Graduate/ 

GED 
  
 

6 10% 

3 
Some College/Vocational 

Training 
  
 

13 22% 

4 
College Graduate or 

higher 
  
 

41 68% 

 Total  60 100% 
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26.  Please indicate your neighborhood 
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Part 2. Cross-tabs  
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APPENDIX E: IN-DEPTH LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

Community Frameworks 

A review of the literature reveals themes that emerge in the design of residential 

composting programs. These themes include tools for encouragement (Freeman & Skumatz, n.d.; 

Lura Consulting, 2010), provision of resources (Foth Infrastructure & Environment, 2013; Lura 

Consulting, 2010; Schwarz & Bonhotal, 2009; Yepsen & Goldstein, 2007), and community 

engagement and education (Foth Infrastructure & Environment, 2013; Lura Consulting, 2010; 

Schwarz & Bonhotal, 2009; Yepsen & Goldstein, 2007). 

Tools for Encouragement 

Tools for encouragement are mechanisms used to encourage participation in composting 

programs and to establish social norms. In the township of Langley in British Columbia, Canada, 

Lura Consulting (2010) distributed stickers to residents to put on their recycling bins that read 

“We compost” and published a list of residents who opted into the program to thank them for 

helping the environment. These actions helped establish composting as a social norm and 

encouraged neighbors who saw the stickers and the list of people in the newspaper to join in the 

program because it had become the accepted norm.  

Another tool for encouragement utilizes feedback. In California’s Alameda County, a 

program called StopWaste helps set up community composting programs (Freeman & Skumatz, 

n.d.). StopWaste provides occasional audits and feedback to participants to ensure they are 

composting correctly. This process can help encourage residents to continue composting habits. 

Provision of Resources 

The provision of resources refers to physical resources that aid in composting, such as 

containers, compost bins, or compostable bags. Hutchinson, MN provides compostable bags for 
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bins (Yepsen & Goldstein, 2007). San Francisco provides a kitchen bin, as does Wayzata, MN 

(Foth Infrastructure & Environment, 2013). In Ithaca, NY, Cornell University and the Statler 

Hotel provide public compost bins in dining areas (Schwarz & Bonhotal, 2009). Langley, BC, 

subsidizes the cost of a backyard composter, which gives residents greater control over how they 

compost (Lura Consulting, 2010). 

Community Engagement and Education 

 Community engagement and education is effort to reach out to community members in 

person. The programs in Langley, San Francisco, Ithaca, and Wayzata all emphasize the 

importance of community engagement (Foth Infrastructure & Environment, 2013; Lura 

Consulting, 2010; Schwarz & Bonhotal, 2009; Yepsen & Goldstein, 2007). For instance, 

Langley allows residents to discuss their concerns with staff and request information (Lura 

Consulting, 2010). In 2007, volunteers in San Francisco went door to door to distribute resources 

that were written in multiple languages to ensure greater understanding (Yepsen & Goldstein, 

2007). Students at Cornell University in Ithaca hold weekly, in-person awareness campaigns to 

ensure residents know what is compostable (Schwarz & Bonhotal, 2009). Wayzata took this idea 

a step further by organizing an advertising campaign utilizing newspapers, brochures, council 

meetings, yard signs, and home visits to ensure residents understood how to compost (Foth 

Infrastructure & Environment, 2013). They also implemented a plan similar to the Corvallis 

Sustainability Coalition’s Recycling Block Captain Program, which residents appreciated. 

 The literature provides valuable insights into the typical design of residential composting 

programs. Case studies of programs in Langley, BC; Alameda County, CA; San Francisco, CA; 

Hutchinson, MN; Wayzata, MN; and Ithaca, NY illuminate the popularity of tools for 

encouragement, provision of resources, and community outreach and education. 
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Demographics 

Individual variables that determine composting and recycling behaviors can provide a 

basis of information about waste reduction. An attempt has been made in the literature to portray 

a typical composter. Cox, et al. (2006) says composters are, “older; middle to high income, 

female; living in detached properties; not living with children at home; and more concerned 

about the environment” (pp. 200). Gray & Toleman (2006) say that composters in Great Britain 

tend to own rather than rent; that they were likely to compost at home if they were older; and had 

higher social grades. Barr and Gilg (2005) depict “a kind of ‘environmental type’ who is (in 

crude terms) young, female, well-educated, reasonably wealthy, car driving, politically liberal 

and who lives in a single family dwelling” (pp, 232). 

Park et al. examined a variety of demographic variables, finding age, income, and city 

residence to be statistically significant for predicting composting behavior (2002). While many 

articles examine age, income, gender, and education level, there are conflicting results, with 

some studies finding one or more of these variables significant and others finding no significance 

at all (Miafodzyeva and Brandt 2012). Living in a single family residence increases recycling 

rates, which could potentially be explained by having space for storage (Miafodzyeva and Brandt 

2012). Owen et al. found education to be highly correlated with recycling efficiency, with those 

with a high school education or less recycling at half the rate as those with additional schooling 

(2000). Similarly striking, homeowners had a recycling rate twice that of renters. Age, gender, 

number of residents, and race were not found to be statistically significant (Owens et al 2000).  

Baseline 

Composting rates have been traditionally low, and while recycling rates have been 

increasing since the 1970s, composting rates have not followed that trend (United States 
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Environmental, 2012). The EPA’s 30-year record of composting rates relates to curbside 

composting only (not backyard composting), and includes yard waste. Their data show that 

composting rates were negligible until 1990, but by 2005, composting rates had increased greatly 

and have remained steady since then. Further, composting is incredibly variable based on 

geographic location (Sharp et al 2010). Cities with traditionally high levels of environmental 

awareness have been more likely to implement policies that support composting programs 

(Gomez Research 2007).  

According to Ebreo and Vining (2000), the strongest predictor of curbside recycling 

participation was the perceived environmental benefits. Concern about convenience was found to 

be the most significant difference between recyclers and non-recyclers, and it was also found that 

existing infrastructure which made recycling more convenient greatly affected attitudes and 

motivation. Surprisingly, levels of environmental altruism and levels of support for expanding 

recycling programs were similar between recyclers and non-recyclers in the study (Ebreo and 

Vining, 2000). In 2010, Corvallis began curbside food scrap pickup, and at the time of 

publication 91% of Corvallis residents were covered by the curbside composting pickup 

program, which totaled 12,643 households (BioCycle 2012). 

Theoretical Framework 

Ajzen’s theory of planned behavior (TPB) model proposes that an individual’s intended 

behavior can be predicted primarily by attitudes and social norms.  Although composting 

behaviors have not commonly been analyzed using the TPB framework, similar environmental 

behaviors have been widely tested using this framework. TPB has been found to be especially 

useful when analyzing specific behaviors such as recycling (Chao, 2012).  
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An analysis by Chao (2012) using TPB concluded that in order to encourage individuals 

to engage in environmentally conscious behaviors, it is important to consider not only 

knowledge, but also an individual’s internal motivations (pp. 441). Therefore, the role of 

knowledge should not be overestimated, but should rather be considered within the context of a 

variety of other factors that may affect an individual’s environmental behavior. Based on TPB, 

Chao (2012) surmises that environmental education should be designed to address cognition and 

personality in addition to increasing knowledge. 

Main Barriers to Composting 

To promote composting, it is necessary to understand barriers and motivations that affect 

composting behaviors. Some of the barriers discussed below include lack of education, 

information, and knowledge, perceptions of inconvenience, and institutional context. 

A lack of adequate education, information, and knowledge about composting are some of 

the most important barriers (Refsgaard & Magnussen, 2009; Edgerton et. al, 2009). De Young 

(1990) lists the major barriers to recycling as lack of information, storage space, and available 

facilities; inconvenience; and messiness. For Tucker and Fletcher (2000), forgetfulness and 

ignorance changed over time after exposure to other stimuli. While background stimuli such as 

an information campaign doesn’t show much impact, they hypothesize that it does temper 

composting dropout rates (2000). In contrast, Miafodzyeva and Brandt find a strong link between 

recycling campaigns and recycling behavior (2012). This suggests that people may seek out 

information differently for backyard composting than for other types of waste disposal.  

Another major barrier is the notion that composting is inconvenient. Miafodzyeva and 

Brandt (2012) find that convenience is highly correlated with recycling rates. Park et al. found 

that the notion that composting was too much effort and took up too much space were significant 
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negative correlates (2002). Sharp et al (2010) say that low public participation results from a 

general sense of apathy and the perceived difficulty of home composting. This is echoed in 

Berger (1997). Tucker and Speirs (2003) found that attitudes about convenience, including the 

time and effort needed for composting, is a barrier. Difficulties involved with changing habits 

were a barrier for non-composters ((Knussen and Yule, 2008), Similarly, Quimby and Angelique 

(2011) asserted that “time, money, low efficacy, and hopelessness” are key barriers. This 

research also found that education and empowerment about composting can break down these 

barriers and also aid in shifting social norms (Quimby and Angelique 2011).  

Bolaane (2006), Refsgaard & Magnussen (2009) and Slater (2007) identified institutional 

context as an important factor. Bolaane (2006) claimed that officials in Gaborone, Botswana, 

preferred to maintain the status quo of conventional waste collection, rather than to embrace 

waste management reform. This study concluded that mistrust in the waste management 

institution and irregular services are barriers to composting. Similarly, Slater (2007) found that in 

the U.K., difficulty working with local authorities was a major barrier for composting 

organizations. Likewise, Refsgaard and Magnussen (2006), found that institutional context, 

which included social norms and laws, determined individual composting behaviors. The study 

concluded that favorable institutional factors will increase composting behaviors and that 

unfavorable institutional context “can be a hindrance to change” (Refsgaard and Magnussen, 

2006, pp. 762).  

These barriers, which include lack of knowledge, education, and information; 

inconvenience; and institutional context; could lead to the failure of composting programs 

(Bolaane, 2006). Therefore, communities that wish to increase residential composting must 
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provide both the means with which to compost and education about composting (Sussman and 

Gifford 2013). 

Main Motivators for Composting 

The need for “…changes in human values, attitudes, and behavior in order to achieve a 

sustainability transition…” is found throughout the literature on sustainable behavior 

(Leiserowitz, Kates, and Parris 2006:2), and the way in which communities and organizations 

design and manage their composting programs is essential for program success (Folz, 1991). 

Government action is a main driver in increasing yard composting (Gomez Research 

2007. Seattle, Washington, Portland, Oregon and San Francisco, California, which have penalties 

for disposing food scraps in the garbage, have significantly higher rates of composting than those 

cities who have not enacted these measures (United States Environmental, 2012). Whether these 

government mandates are enacted because of public desire is not clear in the literature, but these 

cities have historically high rates of recycling and environmental awareness (BioCycle 2012).  

Sussman and Gifford (2013) argue that social norms have the potential for dramatically 

changing behaviors. Bratt (1999) found that social norms influence the way people manage their 

waste and suggests that interventions must focus on social aspects rather than environmental 

concerns. Sussman and Gifford (2011) also emphasize the importance of social norms. Recycling 

theory suggests that individuals recycle because it is perceived as convenient, mainstream 

(friends and neighbors are doing it), and allows us to feel good about contributing to 

sustainability (McKenzie-Mohr 2013). According to Cox et al. (2010) social norms make 

individual efforts significant. Gray & Toleman (2006) and Barr & Gilg (2005) stress the 

importance of encouragement from neighbors and friends on individual recycling behavior.  



THE “DIRT” ON COMPOSTING IN CORVALLIS: MOVING TOWARD A ZERO-WASTE FUTURE 

 73 

For example, Sussman and Gifford (2011) modeled a situation in public dining centers 

showing that individuals are more likely to compost when they observe how others compost. The 

study demonstrates that behaving in pro-environmental way motivates other people to behave 

pro-environmentally as well (Sussman & Gifford 2011). Understanding that society proves to 

have influence on composting behavior can help guide best practices for encouraging 

composting. 

Market-based incentives are also important motivators for recycling/composting 

behavior. Reschovsky and Stone (1994) argue that increasing pressure on landfills leads to 

higher costs of waste disposal for consumers. Recycling and composting can help to mitigate the 

costs. The study suggests that incentives to compost are likely to be effective when they generate 

significant savings, although market incentives will rarely be successful alone without a 

consideration for other institutional factors (Reschovsky & Stone 1994). This conclusion is 

consistent with the other studies that highlight the importance of sociocultural norms (Bratt, 

1999; Halvorsen 2010).  

Halvorsen claims that non-economic motivations are the most important for recycling 

behavior, such as the belief that recycling is good for environment and that recycling is a civic 

duty (Halvorsen 2010). Halvorsen (2010) also views motivations for composting as a function of 

the utilities one gains from recycling. Due to this approach, he articulates such motivations as 

self-respect, respect in the community, warm glow, environmental quality, and clear conscience. 

Ebreo and Vining (2000) say that generally, an individual’s attitudes have not been able 

to accurately predict behaviors. This may support Refsgaard and Magnussen’s (2006) model of 

attitudes as dependent on social norms, rather than as a determinant of behavior. The consistency 

of findings regarding the importance of social norms across these studies should be noted.  
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Best practices 

Composting participation begins with information and education. Individual adoption of 

waste management practices is only possible with proper knowledge (Zurbrugg & Ahmed 1999). 

Educational programs and properly managed community resources (Folz 1991) can help alter 

community norms. Bolaane (2006) posited that clear and understandable flyers and visible 

recycling facilities would help to promote recycling. Sussman and Gifford (2013) have also 

suggested that the use of well-crafted and well-placed signs that tell users how to compost, 

especially if they employ humor as a tactic, are useful in breaking down barriers to composting. 

Research in advertising also suggests that clear, concise visual prompts are critical in appealing 

to a variety of learners (Sussman and Gifford 2013). Edgerton et. al (2009) suggest telephone 

helplines and internet-based resources to increase awareness and education. Redman and 

Redman (2014) suggest that communities interested in increasing composting and recycling rates 

should alter school curriculum where possible. Reaching school-age residents allows 

communities to have an effect on the values of residents during their formative years. 

Establishing environmental values early makes environmentally sustainable practices much more 

likely (Wang, Liu, and Qi 2014). 

McKenzie-Mohr (2013) states that in order for a community-based marketing strategy to 

be effective, it must be grounded in theory and then supported with empirical observations. 

Interventions should challenge established routines and help individuals to form new habits. This 

can be done with repeat communication and hands-on support (Cox et al. 2010). Park et al 

(2002) recommend targeting information campaigns at avid recyclers as well as economic 

incentives. 

Ebreo and Vining (2000) claim that educational campaigns could have a positive effect 

on environmental behaviors, although Tucker and Fletcher suggest that there will be diminishing 
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returns from recruiting more composters (2000). Barr & Gilg (2005) and Cox et al. (2010) 

suggested providing information increasing environmental awareness and knowledge about 

waste services to households in a particularly defined area. The more detailed the information 

provided, the more likely individuals will be to understand the information and adopt the 

practices (Redman and Redman 2014). Similarly, Refsgaard and Magnussen (2006) found that 

flyers were ineffective when the information was vague and general, included extraneous 

information, or did not include specific and individualized information. Therefore, flyers should 

be personalized, relevant, and detailed in order to maximize effectiveness. 

  Gray & Toleman (2006) promote subsidized composting bins as an incentive, along with 

information and support. According to Sharp et al, the distribution of free or subsidized 

composting bins is the most effective way to increase composting rates.  

Refsgaard and Magnussen (2006) concluded that favorable institutional factors, the most 

important of which were a belief in the positive effects of composting, adequate information 

about the logistics and impact of composting, and price incentives for composting will increase 

community composting behaviors. However, Ebreo and Vining (2000) found that incentives do 

not always have their intended effect, especially once the incentive is removed, so this is not an 

ideal long-term solution. Halvorsen (2010) also found that monetary incentives can reduce the 

recycling rate. It may be that incentives detract from a sense of social good and reframe the 

socially acceptable motive from the collective gain to personal gain (Ebreo & Vining 2000) and 

crowd out the intrinsically motivated behavior (Frey 1997). Therefore, market-based motivations 

must be used and evaluated only in a combination with other factors (Halvorsen 2010). 

Ebreo and Vining (2000) suggest that campaigns should reinforce recycling behaviors 

that are already occurring as well as changing motives, attitudes, and beliefs. This requires 
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consideration of how these characteristics will respond to specific types of educational materials 

(Ebreo and Vining 2000). Placing the individual within a framework of the community at large 

can decrease apathy and increase social pressure while providing community resources to the 

individual composter.  

Although lack of public knowledge and information may be significant barriers to 

composting in Corvallis, results from the studies discussed above indicate that knowledge alone 

may not be sufficient to change behaviors. An important consideration is how personal and 

institutional qualities, social norms, and incentives affect behaviors. By asking questions 

targeting these issues, we may be able to identify key elements for creating effective programs in 

the future. 
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