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SUMMARY 

Outcomes from a series of focus groups, conducted in the Central Coast municipality in June 

2009 as part of a wider litter reduction education and research project, will help establish the 

direction for a litter reduction campaign, as well as a model for other communities. 

Responses in focus groups were consistent with national research findings that education, 

infrastructure and enforcement are critical components in litter reduction.  However, they also 

reflected distinctive community values for the Central Coast, which is a lifestyle-oriented 

community with extensive parklands and beaches, located between two cities. 

Focus groups also expressed a strong view that litter reduction is an important environmental 

issue as compared with others such as water quality, climate control and habitat conservation 

because immediate, direct action can be taken.  This may indicate a wider belief that extends 

beyond the community for it may reflect the area’s historic ‘can-do’ ethos. 

While the project includes two other research phases to be conducted shortly – a community 

survey and behavioural observation of littering – the outcomes of focus groups provide a 

direction for campaign planning. 

The project draws on Community-Based Social Marketing principles, which centre on the use of 

research to identify initiatives that are delivered at a community level and that centre on 

removing barriers to a desired activity while enhancing the benefits of the activity. 

Focus groups consisted of individuals and groups with an interest in litter issues.  They identified 

the key barriers to litter reduction and improved recycling as: 

Litter 

• lack of education 

• lack of incentives or rewards – personal (praise, positive feedback, prizes etc.) and at 

the group/organisational level (awards, public recognition etc.) 

• lack of a ‘champion’ individual/organisation as a leader in raising and maintaining 

litter awareness 

• limited public or visible support for positive behaviour in relation to individuals or 

groups 

Recycling 

• lack of knowledge about what and how to recycle in public places 

• lack of recycling bins 

Key benefits identified were: 

Litter 

• maintaining a high quality of life (e.g. safe use of parks and beaches; no visual 

impact) 

• a positive image for the community, residents, organisations and Council for 

keeping the municipality attractive through minimising litter 

Recycling 

• better use of resources 

• reduced materials going to landfill 
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1. BACKGROUND AND PURPOSE FOR THE RESEARCH 

The Sustainability Programs Section of the Environment Division, Tasmanian Department of 

Primary Industries, Parks, Water & Environment, is conducting a Litter Reduction Project 

focusing on research and education. 

It is based on community-oriented social marketing principles and aims to identify barriers 

that inhibit and benefits that promote community engagement in disposal of litter and 

‘away from home’ recycling. The project scope is Central Coast municipality, in the State’s 

North-West, with an emphasis on CBD precincts at Ulverstone and Penguin. 

Barriers and benefits identified during the research phase will be used to develop a targeted 

litter reduction and resource recovery campaign for Central Coast. 

The project also aims to provide a model for other communities. 

It is a partnership project, initiated by the Penguin Leo Club with support from Central Coast 

Councillor, Cheryl Fuller. 

The research phase includes: 

• focus groups; 

• observation of community behaviour in relation to littering and public 

place recycling; and  

• a community-wide survey. 

Three focus groups were conducted on 18-19 June 2009 at Ulverstone, using a set of 

questions developed on the basis of desktop research on littering behaviour.  Questions 

were designed to identify relevant behaviour change tools1 and salient beliefs2 that could 

be targeted as part of campaign and communications planning. 

Communications consultant, Anna Housego, moderated the groups. Community 

Sustainability Education Officer, Annie Beecroft, documented responses from each session. 

 

2. FOCUS GROUPS APPROACH AND PROFILE 

Research such as the Littering Behaviour Study III: Measuring Environmentally Desirable 

Change in Australia (Rob Curnow & Karen Spehr, Community Change Pty Ltd, June 2001), 

shows that littering behaviour is often complex and that individuals’ perspective on their 

own behaviour can be different to the reality of what they do. 

As few people are prepared to identify themselves as litterers, it was not practical to recruit 

litterers for the focus groups. Instead, individuals and groups with an interest in littering and 

recycling issues were invited to participate. 

Outcomes of the focus groups will be tested through observation of littering behaviour and 

the community survey. 

                                                                    

1 Using Community-Based Social Marketing principles 
2 Drawing on behavioural communications model, the Theory of Planned Behaviour 
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A total of 45 people participated in the three groups. Profiles for each of the groups were: 

 

Group 1 

Those who manage and clean 

up litter 

Group 2 

Those with an environmental 

interest 

Group 3 

General public 

 

• Mayor 

• General Manager 

• 2 Councillors (1 rural and 1 

Penguin) 

• 5 Council outdoor staff 

• 2 Council indoor staff 

members 

• 1 rep from Turners Beach 

Coastcare 

• 1 rep from Girl Guides 

• 2 representatives of 

community organisations 
 

TOTAL = 15 

 

• 15 Penguin Leo Club 

representatives 

• 1 Rotary Club 

representative 

• 2 Penguin Lions Club 

representatives 

• 1 business owner-operator 

& representative of 

Newsagents Association 

• 1 Councillor 

• 3 representatives of 

community organisations 

 

TOTAL = 23 

 

• 9 primary school students 

(2 schools) 

• 4 high school students 

• 3 members of the public 

• 1 youth group member 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
TOTAL = 17 

 

3. OUTCOMES BY GROUP 

Group 1: Those who manage and clean up litter 

Section A – current situation with litter 

This group, most of whom have a frontline responsibility for litter management, saw 

litter as a high priority compared with other environmental issues. 

“It has an impact on all areas – so it’s a high priority” 

“It’s about community pride” 

“Visually reflects on the way people of the town are presented …” 

“There’s an impact on wildlife – e.g. seagull pecking food through plastic” 

As expected, this group had a high level of awareness of the range of litter in the 

municipality, particularly in the Penguin-Ulverstone areas. 

“… beverage cans, bottles, takeaway food wrappers like McDonalds, and 

pizza boxes, things outside the newsagent, bongs, needles.” 

“Cigarette butts are the worst.” 

“On the road to the rubbish tip you get rubbish off vehicles on the way to 

the tip – garden waste, cardboard boxes, freezer lids” 
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“Roadkill – it decays and you get nasty smells and maggots” 

“Domestic waste gets put into public rubbish bins …” 

“In country parks you get dumping – and where there’s a smaller opening 

on bins people just leave their rubbish.” 

“Spitting on the ground, that’s a form of littering”. 

The group identified a range of littering hotspots: 

• at Ulverstone – Victoria Street at the southern end of Ulverstone 

(outside doctors’ clinic); Anzac Park, Ulverstone; Skate Park; Shropshire 

Park; and Tinga Way at West Ulverstone; 

• the main street of Penguin as far as the Surf Club; 

• outside takeaway food shops in both towns 

• Knights Rd interchange. 

Central Coast Council outdoor workforce representatives reported that littering was 

worse at Ulverstone than Penguin (2 x 44 litre ‘buckets’ at Ulverstone vs 30 litre bucket 

at Penguin for a weekend clean-up  – Ulverstone 2 hrs to clean up vs Penguin ½ hr). 

The group saw the key impacts as: 

• visual; 

• smells; 

• a deterrent for people using public parks and places (“You see litter 

and you wonder what else is there … like, if there are needles – and 

you become hesitant”); and 

• a deterrent for tourists. 

While the group identified that “everyone” litters, the majority of specific litterers 

identified were young people: 

“Children litter – they’re lazy” 

“Young people at the skate park” 

“Younger generation do it – you see bottles along the road outside the 

pubs but at the RSL there’s no bottles” 

“Young drivers, like ‘P’ platers, are a problem.  Once they get a car then they 

start throwing everything out the window” 

“In the holidays, kids throw drink bottles on the ground” 

They also identified customers of McDonald’s (“… they throw the rubbish out of the car 

at a particular spot – it must be about the right time for them to eat what they got”); 

people in locations “where they think they can’t be seen”; a mixture of age groups in 

CBDs; and householders who dump rubbish at the tip without following directions on 

separating the waste stream. 

Overall, the group saw littering as a problem, with the exception of one Council 

representative (“I get few complaints about rubbish”). 
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Section B – Reducing litter and improving recycling 

There was general agreement in the group that education is critical. Other responses to 

what makes it difficult or impossible for people to stop littering included the lack of a 

container deposit system, lack of capacity to enforce laws, lack of consistency across 

councils, the need to get tougher with fines, and “too much information – too many 

alternatives can prevent people doing the right thing”. 

In terms of recycling, the group identified a lack of recycling bins as the key barrier. 

Participants saw the situations where littering was more likely to occur as those where 

people gathered for socialising or events; along the roadside; where there was a lack of 

a role model; in secluded locations where no-one could observe the littering behaviour; 

and in areas where bins were full or too far away. 

There was one view that people were sometimes less likely to litter if there were others 

in the vicinity. 

On the question of who would approve or be supportive of proper disposal of litter and 

recycling, participants identified the Council (as evidenced through not charging for 

recycling/Launceston example where if you cover your load going to the tip, “it’s 

cheaper to get in”), schools, and “the whole community”. 

In response to who would disapprove, participants identified the “general public”, 

Council workers, and tourists. 

They saw the responsibility for keeping the community free of litter laying with the 

community itself, local government, and the Parks & Wildlife Service. One individual 

identified the need to address public liability issues and resume the Adopt a Highway 

program. 

Almost all participants had participated in litter reduction or clean-up efforts.  The 

motivation was predominantly a sense of community and personal pride.  Two 

participants indicated that they took action because of annoyance at seeing rubbish in 

public places.  

Central Coast Council was the only key influencer identified for litter reduction. 

Section C – Benefits and disadvantages of reduced litter and increased recycling 

The main advantages the group reported in avoiding littering related to making the 

local area more attractive to residents and tourists: 

“Happy community – we can go to parks and enjoy ourselves” 

“More attractive to tourists” 

They also identified Council cost-savings, reduced danger to people and animals, and a 

reduction in rodents. 

Participation in public place recycling was seen to be a good thing because it was part 

of a world trend and better for the environment in general, and reduced landfill. 

The main disadvantages of littering related to a negative impact on perceptions of 

Central Coast, its Council, community groups, and the people who live in the 

municipality: 

“We’re supposed to be a clean-green-safe patch – it diminishes the 

community’s work” 
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“Word of mouth is very effective, whether it’s negative or positive” 

Other disadvantages included the fact that littering created work, stopped people from 

visiting, created vandalism, and generated a “snowball effect” whereby litter 

encouraged further littering. 

The main influences were identified as officers authorised under legislation and the 

mainstream media. 

Disadvantages of non-participation in public place recycling were: 

• promoting “a cultural idea” that it’s okay to dump waste; 

• not making use of recyclables; 

• creating the impression that locals don’t take recycling seriously; and 

• wasting resources. 

Recycling in public places was identified by many in the group as different to recycling 

at home, due to: 

• different public conditions (“you can wash a milk carton out at home 

but you can’t in a public place”) 

• different attitudes when out compared with at home (“if it’s their own 

patch they’re prepared to look after it …”) 

• concerns about contamination when there is no provision for 

separation of items for recycling; 

• lack of time and patience to factor in recycling 

• lack or unavailability of recycling bins 

• better recycling when there is on-site management (“at an event it’s 

well-monitored and bins don’t get to overflowing’) 

Section D – Penalties for littering 

Five participants expressed a strong view that a key penalty for littering should be 

community service orders and a requirement for them to be carried out in high profile 

areas as a public humiliation. 

Fines were also identified as an important penalty. 

Group 2: Those with an environmental interest 

Section A – Current situation with litter 

Of the 23 individuals in the group, almost two-thirds were young adults who were 

members of the Leo Club of Penguin. 

Many of the young participants identified littering as highly significant as an 

environmental concern because it is immediate and able to be addressed through 

direct action: 

“You can do something about litter right now but with other 

environmental issues it can seem harder to do something about it.” 

“Litter is local. You can do something about it – it’s close to you,, more 

important immediately.” 
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Several identified cigarette butts as the most significant form of litter, followed by 

takeaway food wrappers (particularly McDonald’s packaging). Other types of litter 

identified as significant included beverage cans, dog droppings, plastic bottles, 

syringes, tyres, roadkill, fishing line on the beach, used nappies and old fencing wire. 

Reference was made to the fact that “what constitutes litter differs for people – apple 

cores and mandarin peel’s not litter because it breaks down, it’s organic”. 

Participants identified a wide range of key sites for littering, particularly within a close 

radius of pubs, take-away food shops, supermarkets and football grounds. 

Other sites were: lookouts, roadsides, parks and beaches, at Sulphur Creek, and along 

Old South Road on the route to the tip (“… people are not securing their rubbish on the 

trailer”). 

The strongest response to a question about key impacts of littering related to visual 

amenity: 

“It makes the place less appealing for tourists …” 

“It’s ugly” 

Two participants identified the fact that litter detracted from their enjoyment of an area: 

“It makes you feel dirty, especially cigarette butts.” 

Two others expressed concern about litter and safety: 

“You always have to wear shoes on the beach because it’s not safe 

otherwise” 

The main litterers were cited were smokers, followed by drinkers (alcohol) and ‘P’ plate 

drivers.  It was also acknowledged by two participants that “we all … unconsciously do 

things, throw things away before we realise it”. 

The group was divided on whether or not littering was a problem for Central Coast 

municipality.  While some saw it as good compared to other places, other participants 

considered it a problem across the municipality. 

Section B – Reducing litter and improving recycling 

Key barriers to prevention of littering were identified as: 

• attitudes 

• lack of awareness of behaviour and outcomes 

• lack of bins other than in main streets 

• poor location of some bins 

• lack of receptacles for cigarette butts 

Key barriers to public place recycling included: 

• lack of recycling bins 

• lack of awareness/knowledge about what to put in recycling bins 

• issues with contamination by other rubbish 

Participants identified that littering was more likely to occur when it was more 

convenient:  
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“you’re in a hurry” 

“the weather’s bad and you don’t want to walk to a bin or get out of the 

car” 

Several also identified that the condition of bins would contribute to littering: 

“when the rubbish bin’s overflowing” 

“when it looks messy and dirty then you don’t want to go near it” 

Some participants felt that littering was less likely to occur if other people were around, 

while others thought that someone littering in a group would encourage others to do 

so. 

One participant said that small children in a group were more likely to litter because 

they “don’t want to miss out on the fun” by going to a bin. 

In terms of influencing non-littering and use of recycling, no-one in the group was able 

to identify any group or individual who would approve or be supportive of appropriate 

behaviour. 

There was considerable discussion among several young adults in the group who felt 

that their positive behaviour should be encouraged and rewarded: 

“No-one has ever told me ‘well done’ for putting litter in the bin” 

“If you do the right thing and the area is left clean, there’s no reward or 

encouragement” 

The need for incentives in general, including awards, was identified. For recycling, one 

participant stated that reporting on measures of recycling progress in the community 

would “help build social conscience”. 

Those who would disapprove were considered to be: 

• the Council; 

• “green-minded people”; 

• the community; 

• parents and authority figures; and 

• in some cases, peers. 

It was widely agreed that everybody was responsible for keeping the community free of 

litter, with specific references to: 

• business owners 

• McDonald’s 

• the Council 

However, one participant suggested that Council clean-ups had a negative effect – “it 

gives people the message they don’t have to”.  In addition, the location of the tip was 

raised as an issue. 

The majority of those in the group had been involved in clean-up activities.  The key 

motivations were pride, social opportunity, setting an example for children, a desire to 

care for the environment. 
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Section C – Benefits and disadvantages of reduced litter and increased recycling 

The main impacts of reduced litter and increased recycling were identified as: 

• a better reputation for towns; 

• the area was more attractive to tourists; 

• a healthy environment and healthy people; and 

• economic impacts (better economy; money spent on litter reduction 

can be redirected). 

Participants stated that it was good to participate in public place recycling because it 

reduced the volume of rubbish and set a good example for others including visitors. 

Several people identified that the main disadvantages of littering were that it became a 

deterrent for use of parks and public areas, it created a “bad reputation”; and caused 

health risks for humans and pets.  One participant also referred to the fact that 

stormwater drains could become blocked. 

The group had a high degree of concern about what the presence of litter said to 

visitors, especially the way it reflected on local people: 

“It looks like we don’t care and have no pride” 

The majority of those who identified disadvantages to lack of participation in public 

place recycling saw the greatest issue as the waste of resources. 

Most participants considered recycling in public places to be quite different to recycling 

at home because it was possible to “take more care at home”, because of a lack of 

understanding about what to recycle in public places, and the fact that some products 

were different when out (e.g. takeaway coffee cups). 

“I don’t know the rules in a public place – signage needs to be clear” 

Several participants saw public place recycling as an opportunity to educate the public. 

“… it’s a missed opportunity at present.  You could have a different story about 

a different product on each bin and have information that helps people 

understand about recycling and why it’s important” 

The majority of participants sought strong penalties for littering. 

“Death!” 

“Jail” 

“Serious fines” 

“Community service 

“… maybe 10 hours for the first time you’re caught, 100 hours for the second” 

Group 3: General public 

This group predominantly consisted of primary and high school students. 

Section A – Current situation with litter 

The group generally saw litter as an important environmental concern, linked to other 

environmental issues such as water quality and climate change: 
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“It’s important as litter contributes to those things, for example climate 

change” 

Two participants identified litter as a significant concern because of its immediate 

impacts. 

The group identified cigarette butts as the main litter.  They also named plastic objects, 

food wrappers, broken glass bottles, cans, dog droppings and discarded clothing as the 

main components of litter. 

They saw the hotspots as car parks and supermarket areas, Ulverstone main street, 

outside pubs and clubs where smokers congregated, football ovals and beaches. 

The main impacts of litter that were identified were the dangers to people, animals and 

their health: 

“It carries germs” 

“”It can be dangerous, like for walking dogs and riding horses on the beach. 

It’s now hard to go barefoot” 

Other impacts were visual and the potential for litter to be a deterrent for tourism. 

One participant indicated that “food, like orange peel, is okay because it breaks down”. 

The group identified the main litterers as smokers, followed by: 

• teenagers 

• older people 

• “we’ve all done it – everyone litters” 

• “people my age” (primary school) 

• “people who don’t care” 

• dog owners (who don’t pick up dog droppings) 

The group saw littering in Central Coast municipality as a major problem (“it’s a big 

deal”. 

Section B – Reducing litter and improving recycling 

Several primary school students saw the main barrier to reduced litter and improved 

recycling as attitudinal. 

“They’re just lazy” 

Other issues were not enough bins, especially at beaches and particularly at the 

Ulverstone Rowing Club; and the need for bins to be covered and cleaned regularly. 

Lack of recycling bins was identified as the main deterrent for recycling, with 

positioning of bins in highly visible locations considered desirable. 

Participants identified the main situations where littering would occur as: 

• locational (e.g. near takeaway food shops, especially if bins not clearly 

visible, “when you come out of the shops and can’t see bins”); 

• related to the type of litter (e.g. when litter is contaminated, such as a pie or 

food wrapper that’s greasy “and you can’t put it in your handbag or 

pocket”); and 
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• opportunistic (e.g. “when they’re at the beach, many people bury it …”, 

chewing gum under a desk, popcorn left under the seat at the movies). 

Students in particular identified peer pressure as likely to lead to littering (“if one does, 

it’s okay with the others”) and concern that if they confronted a litterer, the individual 

might get angry or abusive (“…some people won’t stand up as it often gets you into 

trouble inside school or even outside school”). 

Students saw teachers as influencers – people who would approve or be supportive of 

proper disposal of litter and recycling. Incentives at schools such as a ‘catch you being 

good’ card, were seen as positive. However, participants felt that the lack of incentives 

outside school was an issue, with one exception: “the sticker on the bin at McDonald’s is 

an incentive”. 

Primary school students identified those who might disapprove of littering or non-use 

of recycling facilities as parents and grandparents.  Others in the group identified “green 

groups” and “ourselves”. 

The general consensus in the group was that “everyone should do their bit” in taking 

responsibility for keeping the community litter-free.  The Council, government, schools 

and organisations with their own facilities (e.g. football clubs) were identified as having 

particular responsibilities. 

Two participants felt strongly that groups that conducting clean-ups were encouraging 

others to litter – “it makes some people careless …”. 

Several participants said that adults and older siblings were powerful role models for 

children.  A teacher indicated that young children responded well to educational 

programs with talking bins/animations. 

About half the group had participated in clean-up efforts, such as Clean Up Australia 

Day and Coastcare initiatives.  Their key motivations were: 

• the incentive of a prize (individual) or award (Tidy Town); 

• socialising with others; 

• pride and satisfaction in leaving an area clean so you and others 

can enjoy it; 

• publicity for their group; and 

• the national spirit of Clean Up Australia Day – “ … tapping into 

something bigger”. 

The group struggled to identify any person/organisation that influenced behaviour in 

regard to littering and recycling.  However, with prompting, two individuals identified a 

man who was an anti-littering champion at Queenstown.  The Tip Shop at Port Sorell 

was also identified as being an encouraging presence. 

Section C – Benefits and disadvantages of reduced litter and increased recycling 

Many primary school students identified advantages to wildlife if littering was reduced.  

Others saw the benefits as being a more attractive community, better personal 

enjoyment of public places – “it’s depressing – personal wellbeing is a plus” – greater 

safety and health in using public parks and streets; and greater encouragement for 

keeping areas tidy. 
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Public place recycling was seen to have advantages in reducing landfill; seeing a 

difference in the environment; and improved air quality. 

Participants identified the disadvantages of littering as largely visual (“it looks dirty”), as 

well as impacts on tourism, negative perceptions of the community and its residents; 

and the effect on the quality of the experience for locals and visitors. 

Several participants identified the main disadvantages of failing to take part in public 

place recycling as the waste of resources (“a missed opportunity”) and taking up valua le 

landfill space. 

There was general agreement in the group that recycling when out was more difficult 

than recycling at home as it was less convenient, there were limited bins/facilities, and 

some items were different. 

Two participants said that the visual cues on recycling bins were confusing – “there’s a 

picture of a bottle or whatever but can you put newspapers or paper in or other 

things?” 

One participant also identified that “we’re doing it at home but not doing it in all 

situations and making it a habit”. 

Section D – Penalties for littering 

About a third of the group identified fines as the main penalty for littering.  Several 

participants felt that penalties should be greater for larger volumes of rubbish and one 

felt that jail was appropriate for dumping of rubbish, particularly in gullies. 

Several participants supported community service as a more effective penalty. One 

participant suggested compulsory education with community service as a penalty, 

while others wanted work orders to have a degree of difficulty or involve an aspect of 

public shaming (“it’s like having to clean a toilet with a toothbrush – make it a real 

deterrent”; “… make it embarrassing”) 

 

4. ANALYSIS OF OUTCOMES 

Almost all participants in the three groups expressed viewpoints from a general perspective 

or as non-litterers – only two individuals (one a primary school student) indicated that they 

might occasionally litter. 

The following responses were consistently expressed across all three groups: 

Current situation with litter 

• The majority of participants considered litter to be a high priority as an 

environmental issue, largely because of its immediacy and the capacity to “do 

something about it”. 

• Not surprisingly, given the background and context of participants, most had a high 

level of awareness of the range of elements constituting litter. 

• Cigarette butts and takeaway food wrappers (including McDonald’s packaging) 

were singled out as the most predominant forms of litter. 

• Key litter sites were identified as:  the roadside leading to the Central Coast tip; 

areas outside takeaway food shops; roadsides leading from McDonald’s food outlet; 

and major Ulverstone parks. 
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• The main impact of litter was seen to be visual pollution, followed by its capacity to 

deter locals from using public parks, beaches and CBD areas, and to deter tourists 

from visiting. 

• While individuals in each of the groups acknowledged that “everyone” litters, 

specific litterers consistently singled out were smokers, ‘P’ plate drivers and 

residents taking unsecured loads of rubbish to the tip.  

• There was a strong view across groups that littering is a problem, although several 

participants in one group saw it as less of a problem with compared with other 

places, such as Sydney. 

Reducing litter and improving recycling 

• Lack of education and lack of incentives were identified as the two key barriers to 

litter prevention. Two types of incentives were identified:  personal (e.g. prizes, 

praise etc) and group or organisational incentives (e.g. awards, public recognition 

or P.R.).  A high proportion of young adults in Group 2 (members of the Penguin Leo 

Club) expressed strong personal views about the need for recognition and rewards 

for doing the right thing. These views are consistent with recent research on 

Generation Y.3 

• In terms of recycling, lack of recycling bins was identified as the primary barrier. 

• It was evident that there is no clear champion organisation/individual to influence 

attitudes on littering and keep the benefits of non-littering ‘top of mind’.   All 

groups struggled to identify individuals/organisations with influence, except for 

primary school students who saw parents and authority figures in this role. 

• There was general consensus that maintaining a litter-free community is a shared 

responsibility, although Central Coast Council was noted in all instances as a lead 

organisation. 

• The predominant motivation for participating in clean-up efforts was community 

and personal pride, followed by opportunities for socialising, and a desire to care 

for the local environment. 

Benefits and disadvantages of reduced litter and increased recycling 

• By far the most important benefit in relation to reduced litter was the enhancement 

of quality of life (using parks safely; personal health and wellbeing). 

• Making the area more attractive to tourists was the next most prevalent benefit 

identified. 

• The two key advantages for public place recycling were more efficient use of 

resources and the reduction in materials going to landfill. 

• Disadvantages in failing to reduce litter were predominantly related to negative 

perceptions of Central Coast, its residents, community groups and council.  

• Disadvantages in failing to recycle were cited mainly as the waste of resources and 

increasing pressure on landfill areas. 

                                                                    

3 Gen Y is seeking after more than just friendships.  They want community: to be understood, accepted, respected, and 
included. – Understanding Generation Y, paper by  Mark McCrindle, The Australian Leadership Foundation. 
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• In two groups, individuals raised the need to improve visual cues on recycling bins 

because they were seen to confuse the issue of what could or couldn’t be placed in 

the bins.  Several participants referred to the possibility of using the exterior surface 

of bins as an opportunity to add educational messages about recycling. 

• The overwhelming view of all groups was that public place recycling was markedly 

different to recycling at home, due to a lack of understanding of requirements 

(“different rules”), decisions needing to be made about items different to those in 

use at home (e.g. takeaway coffee cups) and concerns about contaminating 

recyclables by placing incorrect items with them. 

Penalties for littering 

• While fines were supported as a key penalty, all groups identified community 

service orders as an effective option, particularly when linked to conditions that 

created public shaming (e.g. clean-ups in high-profile areas, wearing a badge 

identifying the culprit as a litterer). 

 

5. CAMPAIGN IMPLICATIONS 

5.1 Communications messages 

While a range of useful information has been gained from focus groups, their primary 

purpose was to assist in developing communications messages for a litter reduction 

campaign. 

Using the behavioural communications model, the Theory of Planned Behaviour – which 

targets predominant beliefs in developing messages that affect behavioural outcomes – the 

following table presents salient beliefs expressed across the three focus groups. 

 
Table 1 - Salient beliefs expressed in focus groups 

QUESTIONS TARGETING BELIEFS SALIENT BELIEFS 

Behavioural belief questions: 

positive consequences of non-

littering/public place recycling 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Non: littering: 

• It’s safer for me/my pets to use parks and public 

spaces 

• I can enjoy my local area because it looks good 

• Our place is more attractive to tourists 

• We take pride in how we present to people outside 

our area 

• You can make a difference right here, right now 

with littering and recycling – unlike other 

environmental issues 

Recycling: 

• when we recycle, we get more from our resources 

• when we recycle, we reduce the amount of waste 

going to landfill 
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QUESTIONS TARGETING BELIEFS SALIENT BELIEFS 

 

Negative consequences of littering/non-

recycling 

 

 

Littering: 

• It looks dirty 

• It makes me feel bad that people outside our area 

will have a negative perception of Central Coast, its 

residents, groups and council. 

• It deters tourists from visiting. 

Non-recycling: 

• It’s a missed opportunity and a waste if we fail to 

recycle when we’re out and about. 

Normative beliefs: 

social desirability or undesirability of 

behaviour – who would approve/not 

approve 

 

 

[few responses to who would approve or disapprove, 

other than a generalised response of “the community”] 

[underlying view for participants in these groups that it is 

important to be seen to be doing the right thing] 

• provide more incentives or rewards to show public 

approval 

 

Control beliefs: 

beliefs about whether relevant 

skills/knowledge/conditions are available to 

enable behaviour change to occur 

 

 

 

• more litter education needed, especially for young 

people 

• better provision and location of rubbish bins, 

especially near takeaway food outlets 

• better provision of cigarette butt receptacles, 

especially where smokers congregate 

• lack of knowledge about what and how to recycle in 

public places 

• more recycling bins 

 

Any litter campaign messages will need to target one or more identified audiences and take 

into account other research outcomes from this project. Depending on communications 

channels used in the proposed campaign, a range of primary and secondary messages are 

likely to be delivered, given the range of ‘audiences’ that exist in the community.  Typically, 

one primary message will take the lead.   

Some examples of communications messages that address behavioural beliefs identified in 

focus groups are: 

• it’s more enjoyable using our parks and beaches when they’re clean; 
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• it’s safer for us and our pets in our parks, on the beach and in our main streets when 

they’re free of litter; 

• we don’t want us or our area to get a bad name because of litter – help keep it 

clean! 

• we value the fact that you do the right thing with litter. [implicit message associated 

with activity that conveys this] 

However, as part of developing any campaign messages, it will be important to ensure that 

they are framed in a persuasive way.   

5.2 Other factors relevant to a proposed campaign 

Focus group outcomes highlight a range of options for behaviour change tools that could 

be considered as part of designing the proposed campaign: 

Commitment 

It was evident from the interaction of participants in the three focus groups that for almost 

all of them, it was important to be seen as environmentally-sensitive in relation to litter.  

Community-Based Social Marketing, which draws on research in the social sciences, 

particularly psychology, shows that using commitment as a behaviour change tool has 

proven effective in promoting sustainability-oriented behaviour.  “Help people to view 

themselves as environmentally concerned” – Doug McKenzie-Mohr, Environmental 

Psychologist. 

Use of a credible influencer 

Focus groups had difficulty in identifying any key influencers or influences in relation to 

litter.  There may be value in identifying and promoting a champion individual or group for 

litter prevention awareness. It is noted that one participant in focus group 2 led the Coles 

Bay campaign to ban plastic bags, which has resulted in him gaining a national media 

profile.  He has recently relocated to Central Coast. 

Champions must be trustworthy or have relevant expertise. 

Incentives 

Participants had strong views on the value of personal and group incentives to reward 

people for taking positive action.  Research shows that incentives have had a substantial 

impact on sustainable activities such as waste reduction, particularly when motivation is low 

or action is not effective.  Incentives can range from providing feedback (e.g. to a group 

such as the Penguin Leo Club that is taking an active role) to awards, public recognition. 

They are most effective when they are visible. 

Community norms 

The strong value of community pride expressed in focus groups may reflect the pre-existing 

interest and motivation of most participants in relation to litter. At the same time, this 

powerful sense of pride is consistent with community values workshops conducted by 

Central Coast Council a year ago as part of developing its place branding. 

In focus groups, this was reflected in the benefits of non-littering (being perceived by others 

outside the area as caring for their community and keeping it attractive) and in the primary 

motivation for participation in clean-up activities. 
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In terms of the campaign, this could lead to ways of reinforcing litter prevention and public 

place recycling as a matter of local pride – a community norm for ‘this is how we do it here: 

we take care of our local environment’. 

Feedback 

Focus groups perceived that there is currently little community feedback on litter 

management and public place recycling through progress reports or public encouragement 

for positive behaviour. 

Recycling prompts 

Focus group responses indicate that reminders on bins for public place recycling and the 

associated information are not working effectively as the information fails to be sufficiently 

noticeable or self-explanatory. 
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