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Why Waste Programs Fail

—and how to get them right

Most organizations don't fail because they don't care about sustainability. They fail because their waste
systems are unclear, inconvenient, or disconnected from operations. Treat waste as a SYSTEM, not a bin.

4 Pillars of a High-Performing Waste Program

Infrastructure Behavior Operations Data
Right bins, Clear signage, Efficient servicing, Tracking, reporting,
right placement, intuitive design, janitorial alignment continuous improvement
right streams user simplicity

SCOMPOST
RECNCLABLES

5 Common Mistakes That Kill Waste Programs

Poor bin placement — out of sight means out of mind

Confusing signage that requires too much thought

No janitorial alignment — operations must be on board

No performance tracking — you can't improve what you don't measure

Assuming users will figure it out’ — design removes the guesswork
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THE 10-STEP FRAMEWORK

Conduct a Waste Audit

Before designing anything, understand what you are managing. Audits reveal your biggest
opportunities.

® Waste types: paper, plastics, organics, landfill
® Volume and frequency by location
® Current contamination issues

5  Set SMART Waste Goals
Define clear, measurable targets aligned with your ESG reporting and operational budget.

® Diversion rate (e.g., 60% 80%)
® Contamination reduction (e.g., -25%)
® Costreduction via hauling savings

3  AlignBudget, Haulers & Infrastructure
Not all recyclables are accepted locally. Understanding downstream markets is critical.

® Hauler capabilities - what they actually accept
® Equipment: bins, signage, liners
® Budget: capital + operational

4  DesignYour Waste System
This is where most programs win or fail. Every bin, lid, and label decision impacts participation.

® Centralized multi-stream stations (2-4 streams)
@ Consistent signage and colors
® Restrictive lids to reduce contamination

GOLDEN RULE

Every trash bin should have a recycling companion — this single change dramatically increases participation.

5  Optimize Bin Placement
Placement drives behavior more than education. Put bins exactly where waste is created.

® Entrances, exits, break rooms, cafeterias
® Production areas and hallways
® Outdoor gathering spaces
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THE 10-STEP FRAMEWORK (CONTINUED)

g Simplify the System for Users

If users have to think, the system fails. Contamination happens when systems are confusing.

® Limit streams (2-3 ideal for most environments)
® Use visual signage - not text heavy

® Standardize colors across all locations

- Education + Engagement = Behavior Change
Education must be visual, repetitive, and location-specific.

® Binsignage at point of decision
® Training for staff and janitorial teams
® Eventannouncements for venues

g Engage Operations & Janitorial Teams
Your custodial team is the backbone. If the system makes their job harder, it will fail operationally.

e Efficient bin designs with easy liner changes
® Logical collection routes
® Clearresponsibilities per zone

9 Track Data & Performance
You cannot improve what you do not measure. Monitoring enables continuous optimization.

® Diversion rate - monthly
® Contamination rate - monthly
® Cost per ton - monthly

10 Continuously Improve the System
The best programs evolve. Waste programs are living systems that require ongoing iteration.

® Adjust bin placement based on usage data
® Update signage where confusion persists
® Add composting or specialty streams
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Industry-Specific Playbooks

Offices & Corporate Universities & Campuses

Centralized stations + desk-side bins High-volume: dining halls, dorms
Paper and organics diversion Student education initiatives
Employee engagement campaigns Standardized campus-wide systems
Hospitals & Healthcare Manufacturing & Warehouses
Regulatory compliance first High-volume: cardboard, pallets, scrap
Segregation of medical waste Durable containers and carts
Staff training and clarity protocols Operational efficiency & logistics
Events & Stadiums Parks & Public Spaces
High-visibility station placement Outdoor-durable containers
Simplified 2-stream approach Strategic placement for litter reduction
Rapid servicing infrastructure Public education at point of use

Well-placed, clearly labeled stations significantly reduce litter and improve diversion in public environments.

unep
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Master Implementation Checklist

Use this to launch or audit your program at any stage

PHASE 1: PLANNING & DISCOVERY PHASE 2: SYSTEM DESIGN

Identify all waste streams Confirm what hauler actually accepts

Measure current waste volumes Identify material gaps
Document where waste is generated Choose number of waste streams
Identify contamination issues Select bin types
Review hauling services & contracts Match lid openings to streams
Define diversion rate target (%) Standardize colors and labeling
Set contamination reduction goal Every trash bin has a recycling companion

Establish cost reduction targets Map high-traffic areas

000000000

Align goals with ESG reporting Place bins at point of decision

0000000000

D Set implementation timeline Validate with operational team

PHASE 3: OPERATIONS & LAUNCH PHASE 4: OPTIMIZE & IMPROVE

Develop image-based signage Track diversion rate - monthly

Confirm servicing responsibilities Monitor contamination - monthly
Optimize collection routes Measure waste volumes - weekly
Select liners and supplies Track hauling costs per ton
Train janitorial staff Adjust bin placement from data
Install bins and signage Update signage where confusing
Announce program to users Report progress quarterly

Introduce new streams as needed

00000000

Engage leadership support

000000000

Monitor first 2-4 weeks closely
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Planning Worksheets

Complete these during your program planning sessions

WORKSHEET 1- Waste Audit Snapshot

FACILITY NAME AUDIT DATE

Waste Stream Est. Volume Key Locations Issues Identified

Landfill

Recycling

Compost

Specialty / Other

TOP 3 WASTE OPPORTUNITIES

WORKSHEET 2 - Goal Setting Planner

PRIMARY GOAL (E.G. INCREASE DIVERSION FROM 50% 75%)

SECONDARY GOALS
[ TIMELINE | [ success METRICS )
30 Days D Diversion Rate
60 Days D Contamination Rate
90 Days D Cost Savings
6 Months D Waste Volume Reduction
1Year b g
J

-
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WORKSHEET 3 - Waste Stream Design

~

[ SELECT STREAMS NUMBER OF STREAMS
D Landfill D 2 Streams (recommended)
D Recycling D 3 Streams
D Compost D 4 Streams
D Specialty (e-waste, hazardous)

-

RATIONALE FOR STREAM SELECTION

SIMPLIFICATION STRATEGY (HOW WILL YOU REDUCE CONFUSION?)

WORKSHEET 4 - Bin Placement Map

Area / Zone Bin Type Streams Included Notes

Are bins located at the point of waste generation? D Yes C] No

recycleaway.com
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WORKSHEET 5 - Operations & Servicing Plan

J

" CoLLECTION FREQUENCY | [ WHO SERVICES THE BINS?

D Daily D Internal Staff

D Multiple times per day D Janitorial Team

D Weekly D External Vendor

D As-needed D Mixed

L ) U J
OPERATIONAL CHALLENGES

OPPORTUNITIES TO REDUCE LABOR TIME

WORKSHEET 6 - Contamination Reduction Plan

TOP CONTAMINATION ISSUES (LIST THE 3 BIGGEST)

SOLUTIONS TO IMPLEMENT ACTION PLAN

D Better signage
D Restrictive lids
D Fewer streams
D User education

D Bin relocation
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WORKSHEET 7 - Tracking & Reporting Dashboard

Metric Current Baseline Target Frequency Owner
Diversion Rate Monthly

Contamination Rate Monthly

Waste Volume Weekly

Cost per Ton Monthly

Hauling Invoices Monthly

WORKSHEET 8 - Continuous Improvement Log

Issue Identified Action Taken Result Next Step
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The 10-Second Field Test

Stand in front of any bin station and ask:

Can limmediately tell what goes where?

2 Are the openings guiding my disposal decision?
Is this easier than throwing everything away?
Are bins placed exactly where | need them?

IF ANY ANSWER IS NO
That's your next improvement opportunity. Great programs are built one iteration at a time.

A successful waste management program is not about bins.

It is about designing a system that makes the

right behavior the easiest behavior.

Ready to build your program?

Visit recycleaway.com for bin sizing guides, signage templates, and product recommendations.
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