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Intro

In 2022, Greenpeace revealed that the United

States recycles around 5% of its plastic waste
each year. This sobering reality actually shows a
decline in recycling rates across recent years.

As global waste production continues to grow,
massive gaps have emerged in how nations
approach waste and recycling. Multiple reports

have condemned the US for recycling

considerably less than other developed countries.

So why is this happening?

Understanding waste and recycling trends in the
US is complicated because most decisions are
Mmade at a state level. Recycling rates vary
hationwide, and the federal government enforces
very few laws. One investigation found that
Michigan, Indiana, and lllinois were the most
wasteful states per capita (Hey Sundlay, 2023),

while Maine consistently seemed to recycle the
most, according to data from 2021.
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We wanted to dig deeper to discover what stands
in the way of recycling efforts in the US.

So at the start of 2024, we surveyed 965 people
nhationwide to learn more about how they recycle,
their limitations, and what they feel needs to be
done to improve recycling practices.

Here's what we found:

CleanHub

Key Takeaways

879 of respondents recycle at home, suggesting that a large number of
people know that recycling is beneficial and do so when possible

Three-quarters of people who took part in our survey want the US
sovernment to make recycling more accessible, showcasing that evenin
2024, there are many barriers to recycling across the country

Despite awareness about the negative impacts of plastic, one-third of
people surveyed find it impossible to avoid single-use plastics

Businesses urgently need to step up. Arouncd 79% of respondents think
brands should be doing more to tackle plastic pollution

Microplastics and the repercussions they have on human health are a big
worry for Americans, with 8496 of respondents saying they were ‘somewhat
concerned’ or ‘very concerned’



https://www.greenpeace.org/usa/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/GPUS_FinalReport_2022.pdf
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/recycling-rates-by-country
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2019/jul/02/us-plastic-waste-recycling
https://heysunday.com/blogs/learn/the-most-wasteful-states-in-america-in-2024
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DO you recycle

athome?

YES
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Most respondents said they actively engage with
recycling initiatives at home, suggesting a
growing sustainable awareness among
consumers.

However, recycling regulations vary from state to
state, and only half of Americans have access to

automatic curbside recycling. While the incentive

Is there among many citizens, accessibility to at-
home recycling initiatives needs urgent
improvement.
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Survey respondents believe
the biggest barriers to recycling
INn 2024 are:

ACCESS TO FACILITIES MOTIVATION
3196 27%

As the US doesn't have a national law that
mandates recycling, some people, depending on
where they live, will need to pay extra for waste
management hills.

Despite growing awareness about the
importance of recycling, access to facilities and
cost pose some of the biggest barriers.

Others also entered their own answers, citing
convenience and suggesting they did not trust
that their items would actually be recycled.

When you break this down even further, older
respondents identified different setbacks to
young people.

Our survey found that people over 45 believe
motivation is the biggest hurdle to recycling
(33%), and people between 18 and 29 say access
to facilities is their biggest challenge (32%).



https://recyclingpartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/dlm_uploads/2020/02/2020-State-of-Curbside-Recycling.pdf
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When asked if there

were recycling facilities

INn their workplace

Recycling is crucial at home and in the workplace,
as workers generate a lot of waste in their offices.
Whether sipping coffee in a takeaway cup,
grabbing a sandwich in plastic packaging, or
burning through plastic pens that'llend upina
landfill, workplaces urgently need to help staff
deal with waste.
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responcdents stated...

More than a quarter of people in this survey don't
have access to, or are unaware of, recycling
facilities in their workplace.

This highlights a significant gap in workplace
recycling initiatives in the US and suggests that
some US employers can do more to incentivize
their workforce while showing a commitment to
ESG initiatives.

CleanHub

DIDN'T WORK OR
WORKED FROM HOME

30%

UNSURE
6%
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Do you know which
materials can be
VES recycled in your state?

Just 19% of
us 1 o o Roughly three-quarters of respondents were
I t confident about which materials can be recycled

in their state, while just under a quarter weren't.
A small proportion admitted they were unsure
about certain materials but did their best.

‘very confident’ that
their plastic waste
gets recycled. A ————"

Although most people say they know what can
be recycled, contamination of recycling
collections is a huge problem worldwide.

aren'trecyclable.
Our survey showed people across all age groups OTHER A previous study by the Pew Research Center
have similar skepticism about recycling, with o found that 59% of Americans believe ‘most types
359% overall admitting they were “not confident” ” of items' can be recycled and mixed recycling is
their waste is recycled. easily sorted — even though this isn't the case.

cleanhub.com/plastic-perspectives-report 05



https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2016/10/07/perceptions-and-realities-of-recycling-vary-widely-from-place-to-place/
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When asked if the US government heeds
to implement more measures to make
recycling accessible, the overwhelming
response was yes.

/
7%
said they want the
government to do more

Most recycling efforts are state-led — meaning
each region has its own set of recycling rules —
but more needs to be done at a federal level.

said no This could come from investments in recycling
infrastructure, education initiatives, and
1196 implementing more policies to encourage
were unsure circularity.
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Almost half of those who participated in
our survey said they're happy paying extra
for sustainable packaging, while many
wish they could but feel limited by cost.

49%
of people said they are willing

to pay more for products
in sustainable packaging

Many respondents said it depended on how
much more the sustainable packaging would
cost them, suggesting a big price difference may
serve as a deterrent.

Those who said they earned more than $150,000
a year were 53% more likely to pay for
sustainable products than people earning less
than $S24,999.

399% 12%
are not willing are unsure
to pay more

Around the world, countless national and
international initiatives are emerging that
embrace sustainable practices, aim to reduce
emissions and eliminate single-use plastic. While
these goals are great, wide-scale adoption will be
challenging unless brands make products that
are economically viable.
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Younger people find it
hardler to support
sustainable brancds
because of therising
cost of living.

While both statistics on the right are high, the Many want to support sustainable brands, but
rising cost of living is disproportionately some simply can't afford to. The financial
impacting the purchasing habits of younger limitations of the sustainable product market
people — even though they tend to be more nheed to be addressed to appeal to future
sustainably aware. shoppers. Making products more affordable will

help unlock inclusivity and broaden appeal, and
it's key to helping the sustainable market grow.

cleanhub.com/plastic-perspectives-report
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7196 of people between 18 and 29 said
they struggle to shop sustainably because
of the cost of living crisis.

599 of people over 45 believe rising costs
made it harder to shop sustainable.
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When asked what types of Three-quarters of respondents
products do you think produce believe the foocd and beverage

the most plastic waste... industry is the biggest source of
plastic waste.

Food and beverage (75%)

Beauty and cosmetics (32%)

Laundry and
homecare (23%)

Apparel (19%)

Pet food + accessories (7%) Food and beverage wrappers, bottle tops, plastic In the food industry, plastic packaging is also
bags, and straws are some of the most significant  difficult to avoid. Manufacturers use cheap
contributors to plastic waste, indicating that plastic wrapping to preserve freshness and

Other (3%) most Americans have a basic understanding of prevent contamination from meat products.

general packaging waste. It's also lightweight and practical, often appealing
to customers despite its poor environmental

footprint.
0 10095

cleanhub.com/plastic-perspectives-report
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A third of people
surveyed find it

impossible to avoid

single-use plastics.

The US has tracked gradual increases in recycling
rate since the 1960s, when just 79 of waste was

recycled. However, this accounts for all materials.

When it comes to just plastic waste, recycling

rates have actually dropped in recent years, from
% in 2018 to 5% today.

This highlights the scale of the plastic pollution
crisis we're facing and showcases that much
more needs to be done to help consumers shop
sustainably.
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In 2023, Reuters warned that if we continue on

our current trajectory;, plastic output will double
by 2050.

To prevent this from becoming a reality, we need
to make a systemic change in the way the world
relies on plastic — and this will require
collaboration from governments, businesses,
consumers, and even plastic manufacturers.

o2%

try to avoid

single-use plastics

CleanHub

/
33%
find it impossible

to avoid single-use
plastics

Whenitcomesto
single-use plastic
items...

15%

always avoid using

single-use plastics
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https://www.epa.gov/circulareconomy/america-recycles-day#:~:text=The%20recycling%20rate%20has%20increased,to%2050%20percent%20by%202030.
https://time.com/6178386/plastic-recycling-rates-overestimated/
https://www.reuters.com/business/environment/plastic-consumption-course-nearly-double-by-2050-research-2023-02-27/
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Just one-fifth
of responcdents
believe brancis do
enough to combat
plastic poliution.

This shows that consumers want brands to help Brands can grow customer loyalty by switching

them make decisions that support the to sustainable packaging, supporting
environment. environmental initiatives, and adopting a
proactive approach to the planet.

It's now impossible to ignore the rise of the
conscious consumer, which describes shoppers Governments worldwide have also started
using their purchasing power as a source of good.  enacting Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR)

policies and a slew of new anti-greenwashing
With increasing knowledge about the state of our  laws to hold businesses accountable. If anything,
environment at their fingertips, conscious brands are being encouraged from all sides to do

consumers aren't afraid to hold brands their bit for the planet.
accountable and demand change to improve our
world — which is why this survey result is hardly

surprising to us.

When asked if you think brancls are doing enough
to tackle plastic pollution...

189 22%

said ‘No, brands need to do more’ said 'Yes, brands are doing enough’

cleanhub.com/plastic-perspectives-report 10
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And finally, if you
could have one
wish for the future
of recyclingin
America, what
would it be?

We had a mixed response when we asked about
the future of recycling in the US. Still, some of the
Mmain messages included more incentives,

education, and general awareness about plastic
recycling.
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“Every household or workplace should
have recycling”

"Have can and hottle reddlemptions in
more states and more places that pay for
metal and plastics!”

"Make it affordable and easier
to recycle what you have!

“The government should take a more active stance!

‘Edlucate the public on the
importance of recycling”

“‘Make it mandatory”

CleanHub
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How has recycling

inthe US evolved

overtime?

The US has tracked gradual increases in recycling
rate since the 1960s, when just 79 of waste was

recycled. However, this upward trajectory has
dropped in recent years, from 99 in 2018 to 5%
today. This is linked to China’s ban on recycling
waste imports, which meant many countries
were forced to reassess what to do with their
recycling waste.

To address this, there has been some expansion
at recycling centers in the United States. As a
result, the US recycling market size grew 3.6% per

year between 2018 and 2023 and is now worth
$9.2 hillion.
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However, the reality is that US recycling has a long
way to go.

Currently, recycling initiatives in the US are
fragmented. And, positive news about recycling is
often overshadowed by the myriad of challenges
facing sustainability goals.

Some local governments have stopped curbside

recycling collection programs due to costs and
equipment shortages. An article published by
Columbia Climate School starkly warned that

“'recycling in the US is broken,” and investigations

recently found that some “advanced recycling”
plants had worse environmental footprints than
virgin plastic manufacturers.

In addition, the US urgently needs to address the
amount of plastic it exports and ships overseas.

In 2022, the country reportedly exported around
952 million pounds of scrap plastic to foreign

countries, sending waste to far-flung locations
like Malaysia and India. This came despite 187
countries agreeing to a landmark treaty to restrict
plastic waste trade from richer countries to
poorer hations starting in 2021.

CleanHub

12


https://www.epa.gov/circulareconomy/america-recycles-day#:~:text=The%20recycling%20rate%20has%20increased,to%2050%20percent%20by%202030.
https://time.com/6178386/plastic-recycling-rates-overestimated/
https://www.ibisworld.com/industry-statistics/market-size/recycling-facilities-united-states/
https://www.wastedive.com/news/curbside-recycling-cancellation-tracker/569250/
https://www.wastedive.com/news/curbside-recycling-cancellation-tracker/569250/
https://news.climate.columbia.edu/2020/03/13/fix-recycling-america/
https://theintercept.com/2023/09/28/braven-plastic-recycling-toxic-waste/
https://resource-recycling.com/recycling/2023/02/21/u-s-fiber-and-plastic-exports-continued-to-fall-in-2022/#:~:text=Plastic%20exports%20fall%20by%20over%20one%2Dfifth&text=Shipments%20of%20scrap%20plastics%20to,was%20down%206%25%20from%202019.
https://www.epa.gov/hwgenerators/new-international-requirements-export-and-import-plastic-recyclables-and-waste
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future hold?

According to the EPA, the US has outlined its
‘National Recycling Goal’ to recycle 509 of waste
by 2030. The organization states this could
reduce landfill waste and improve economic
security while creating new jobs.

On top of that, some new legislation has been
proposed in the US to curb unnecessary waste
and improve recycling practices.

In 2023, Senator Sheldon Whitehouse and
Representative Lloyd Doggett reintroduced the

Rewarding Efforts to Decrease Unrecycled
Contaminants in Ecosystems (REDUCE) Act. If
approved, the legislation would lead to a tax on
virgin plastic production and the creation of the
Plastic Waste Reduction Fund.
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What does the

The politicians hoped that money raised from the
taxes would be invested in the fund, helping to
boost recycling initiatives and infrastructure.
However, little has been said about the hill's
progress since late 2023.

Achieving these optimistic goals faces
challenges, but it's not impossible. Examples such
as Italy, which reportedly recycles 80% of its
municipal waste yearly, show that large-scale
recycling is possible through impactful
nationwide legislation, education, and
investments in recycling infrastructure.

CleanHub
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https://www.recyclingtoday.com/news/reduce-act-reintroduced-to-congress/
https://www.euronews.com/green/2023/10/17/italy-belgium-latvia-which-european-countries-recycle-the-most
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Methocdology

We conducted this research to learn more about
recycling habits and attitudes toward plastic,
surveying 965 people over the age of 18 inthe
United States.

There was a roughly even split between male and
female respondents, as well as between the age
brackets: 18-29, 30-44, 45-60, 60+. \We had
people from all regions of the US, except from
overseas territories, take part.

The overall earnings of those who participated in

the survey ranged from O to $200,000+. However, I n m r e
many respondents said their income was ea I‘ o

between $25,000 and $49,999 per year.

Our online survey included 15 questions related a bO“t CIea n H u b

to recycling and consumer trends. CleanHub
gathered the responses in February 2024. We can help you to prevent plastic pollution with

every purchase, or collect more plastic than you

produce.
Get in touch at sales@cleanhub.com
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