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Recycling at Maastricht University 
Ella Rauth, Operations Coordinator, Maastricht University Green Office 

 

Abstract 

In November and December of 2017, we, the UM Green Office, conducted a survey about UM’s 

recycling system. Our goal was to get an overview of what students thought about the 

communication about the recycling system, as well as to find out how well they are informed on 

how to recycle at UM. We have formed five recommendations based on the results from our 

survey and the suggestions we received. Firstly, we think that the communication on the general 

recycling guidelines needs to be approached in different ways (such as informative stickers on the 

trash bins). Secondly, the communication on items that are often thrown into the wrong bin 

should be increased. Especially contaminated food and drink containers, and mixed materials 

seem to be difficult to sort into the correct bin for UM students. Thirdly, the currently available 

information on recycling needs to be better accessible. Fourthly, a separate waste stream for 

organic waste should be introduced. Fifthly, all coffee cups and other food containers that are 

made available to students and staff at the eating and drinking areas should be recyclable.  

 

Introduction 

As a linking pin between UM’s staff and students, we, the Maastricht University Green Office, see 

it as part of our responsibility to make sure that feedback from the student community is brought 

up at the university level. We frequently receive comments from students that they are confused 

about how recycling at UM works, despite the communication that was done last year when the 

new recycling bins were introduced. This results in trash bins being filled with items that do not 

belong there, contaminating otherwise recyclable waste. Therefore, we decided to conduct a 

survey to find out what UM students think about the ‘new’ recycling system. Our goal was to find 

out what students think about the communication on recycling and compare how well students 

think they are informed on recycling with their actual knowledge on sorting items into the correct 

trash bins. Over the period of three and a half weeks (17.11.2017 - 10.12.2017) we collected 222 

responses via a Google form. In the following sections we will first go over the two parts of the 

survey, and then talk about the suggestions and comments we received from UM students. 
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Finally, we will give five concrete suggestions about how we think the recycling system at UM 

should be improved. 

 

Part One of the Survey 

The first part of the survey consisted of four rather general questions about recycling at UM and 

students’ opinion on the available information materials. 

 

Question 1: ‘Generally speaking, how well do you think recycling is working at UM?’ 

Given the results we got for this question it seems that most respondents think that recycling is 

working moderately well at UM, with the mean lying at about 3.8 on a scale from 1 to 6.  

 

Figure 1: Generally speaking, how well do you think recycling is working at UM? 

Question 2: ‘Do you think the currently available information about recycling at UM is sufficient?’ 

Most respondents do not think that the currently available information on recycling is sufficient, 

this is also reflected in the comments and suggestions that we received. About a third of the 

respondent thinks that the currently available information is sufficient, although we have gotten 

a significant amount of feedback saying that while there is enough information available it is 

rather difficult to find it. 
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Question 3: ‘In your opinion, how easy/difficult is it to find information about UM's recycling 

system?’ 

Most people seem to think that the information that is available is a bit difficult to find. Only 

about one in five people gave a rating of five or six for the question, meaning that the amount of 

people who find the information about recycling easy to find is not very high. 

 

Question 4: How would you describe your current level of knowledge on how recycling at UM 

works? 

A clear majority (ca. 74%) of respondents seems to believe that they mostly know how recycling 

at UM works. The remaining 26% are almost equally split between people thinking they know 

Figure 2: Do you think the currently available information about recycling at UM is sufficient? 

Figure 3: In your opinion, how easy/difficult is it to find information about UM's recycling system? 
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exactly how to recycle at UM and people who often find themselves struggling with which bin to 

throw their items into.  

 

 

Part Two of the Survey 

The second part of the survey was designed as a short quiz, consisting of ten questions. 

Participants were asked to ‘sort’ ten different items into the ‘paper’, ‘plastic’ or ‘general waste’ 

bin. In order to motivate students to answer our survey we offered three prices for participants 

who would score ten points on the quiz.  

 

General Performance 

The answers from the fourth question in part one of the survey (‘How would you describe your 

current level of knowledge on how recycling at UM works?’) are mostly in line with the results 

from the quiz, where the respondents on average got a score of seven. Given that the difficulty 

of the questions that were part of the quiz was very mixed, this is a relatively good performance 

although there certainly is room for improvement.  

In Figure 5, it can be seen that the number of respondents who got a score of ten is higher than 

the amount of people who got a score of nine, which could mean that there were several 

respondents who looked up the answers to the questions online in order to win the quiz. We 

were aware of the possibility of this happening before publishing the survey but found that even 

if respondents would ‘cheat’ on the quiz the gain from them learning about the recycling system 

Figure 4: How would you describe your current level of knowledge on how recycling at UM works? 
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would be greater than the loss from getting skewed results. In summary, it can be said that the 

mean can more realistically be interpreted as an upper bound on UM students’ knowledge on 

how to recycle. The average score would most likely need to be corrected to somewhere between 

6 and 6.5 due to the unusually high number of respondents who got a score of ten on the quiz.  

 

Food and Drink Containers 

We found that the items that people most often sorted into the wrong bin were different kinds 

of food or drink containers. The performance for pizza boxes was especially low, with only a third 

of the respondents answering this question correctly (Figure 6). It seems to be commonly thought 

that pizza boxes belong into the paper bin, as that answer was picked more than twice as many 

times as ‘general waste’. The underlying problem could be a lack of awareness on contaminated 

recyclables.  

Figure 5: Respondents’ performance on the recycling quiz 

Figure 6: In which trash bin would you throw empty pizza boxes? 
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For ‘used food containers made of paper’ about 56% of the respondents did not know which bin 

to throw them in, with ‘paper’ dominating the correct choice of ‘general waste’ (Figure 7). 

Although this question can be interpreted to be slightly misleading due to the word ‘paper’ being 

included in the question it still is astonishing how many respondents did not know that used food 

containers are contaminated and hence do not belong in the paper bin. 

Differences to the Municipality’s Recycling System 

The performance for drink cartons was also very low, about 60% of respondents answered this 

question incorrectly (Figure 8). Approximately a third of the respondents ‘sorted’ drink cartons 

into the plastic bin. This misconception could stem from the fact that at the municipality’s 

recycling stations drink cartons belong in the same bin as plastics.  

Figure 7: In which trash bin would you throw used food containers that are made of paper? 

Figure 8: In which trash bin would you throw empty drink cartons? 
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There also seems to be a big misconception about which bin metals belong into, about a third of 

the respondents incorrectly answered that they belong in the plastic bin (Figure 9). This could 

very well be due to the fact that this is another point in which UM’s recycling system differs from 

that of the municipality of Maastricht, where plastic and metals both belong into the same bin. 

Trash made of Styrofoam also seems to be problematic, 32% of the respondents thought that it 

belonged into the plastic bin and only about 56% chose the correct answer of ‘general waste’ 

(Figure 10). 

Positive Observations 

More positively, the increased communication on coffee cups seems to pay off, with 72% of the 

respondents sorting coffee cups correctly into the general waste bin (Figure 11). The performance 

Figure 10: In which trash bin would you throw cans and other items made of metal? 

Figure 9: In which trash bin would you throw items made of Styrofoam? 
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for the questions about plastic packaging, empty plastic bottles, newspapers, and food scraps is 

expectedly very well with all four having more than 95% correct responses. 

 

Comments and Suggestions 

About half of the respondents (107 out of 222 respondents) furthermore left comments or 

suggestions related to recycling at UM. The top suggestion given by the respondents was related 

to increasing the amount of information about recycling at UM. Many respondents suggested 

that this could be done in the form of pictures, posters, stickers, lists, etc. and that they should 

be placed near or directly on the recycling bins. About 40% of the comments call for such info 

material.  

The second most given suggestion was about common misconceptions when it comes to 

recycling. About 30% of all people who provided comments or suggestions talk about the problem 

surrounding mixed materials or contaminated trash, especially coffee cups. They ask for clearer 

information on which bin to throw these items in. A lot of respondents also talk about being 

confused about which bin to throw their trash into because UM’s recycling system differs from 

that of the municipality. One person for instance wrote that “it is key that what UM does in 

regards of recycling is in line with what [...] the City of Maastricht [does].” 

To reduce the amount of coffee cups that end up in the wrong bin, coffee cups could be made of 

recyclable materials. Nine survey respondents explicitly said that they would like to have 

recyclable coffee cups at UM. One person also suggested to “write down on coffee cups in which 

bin they belong.” This could be an alternative to having to put up info materials near the coffee 

Figure 11: In which trash bin would you throw coffee cups like these? (including a picture of a Coffeelovers coffee cup) 
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machines. Additionally, UM could promote the use of reusable cups, as was suggested by another 

respondent who said that this is what Wageningen University did when they introduced recycling 

bins at their university (see eu.keepcup.com). 

Another big point is organic waste. About 11% of people who provided suggestions said that they 

would like to have organic waste bins at Maastricht University. Several respondents suggested 

that organic waste bins would be especially needed in areas where people tend to eat, such as 

for instance cafeterias or common rooms. It has also been mentioned a couple of times that 

people would like to have separate waste streams for metals and glass. 

Concerning the trash bins themselves, seven people have pointed out that there seem to be 

several locations where not all three bins are available. One respondent pointed out that “a paper 

bin has been removed at the Bonnefanten Learning spaces, specifically where the printer is located 

on the 2nd floor. The place one would expect there to be more paper trash.” Occurrences like 

these should be avoided if recycling is to work well at UM. Six people also explicitly said that they 

would like to generally have more recycling bins at UM, and many respondents said that it can be 

difficult to find recycling bins.  

Moreover, several survey respondents asked about what happens to the waste after it leaves UM. 

Students seem to be interested in what the recycling process is and how recycling waste instead 

of dumping it in landfills can have a positive influence on the environment. The following was one 

of the suggestions that we received: “provide more info on where the trash goes, what happens 

to it, the "Story of our Trash", and display it on screens in UM buildings through the medium of an 

animated short and cool movie. Intelligently made, this could raise awareness and give more 

meaning to why it is important to recycle.” 

Concerningly, there are also a few people who seem to believe that the trash from all three waste 

streams ends up being thrown into the same bin so that they do not see the point in recycling. 

One person for instance wrote the following comment: “I have seen that the different bins are 

being thrown into one container - so I ask myself why „recycle“ in the first place if there is no 

difference in the end.” 

Another notable comment was made concerning the large number of plastic bags used to store 

the trash. The respondent wrote: “can burlap/fiber/woven bags be used instead of the plastic 

sacks for dry and clean plastic and paper? It is not indicated anywhere that the plastic bags are 

reused or recycled plastic and even so, using durable burlap sack for dry clean waste is more 

sustainable than plastic sacks.” 
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Lastly, we would like to include the following comment that was made: “I think the open bins are 

unhygienic (we often have fruit-fly issues), and the process was non-democratic. It is a bit sad that 

none of the behavior-change experts was included in the implementation of the plan.” Especially 

if organic waste bins were introduced it could very well make sense to have lids on the trash bins. 

Moreover, it would be great to see a bigger involvement of UM researchers in decision processes. 

This could for instance be done in a living lab format through which the university could pose 

questions, for instance about how to change people’s behaviour when it comes to recycling, that 

would then be answered by experts within the university. 

 

Recommendations 

Finally, we have formed five recommendations based on the results from our survey and the 

numerous suggestions we received: 

1. The communication on the general recycling guidelines should be approached in different 

ways. For instance, informative posters could be hung near the recycling bins or stickers 

could be put directly on the bins. The info screens that can be found in many buildings 

could also very well be used to display information on which items belong in which trash 

bin. Especially new students should be better informed on how recycling at UM works. At 

the beginning of each semester notifications about recycling should be made on the 

student portal and intranet. 

2. The communication on items that are often thrown into the wrong bin should be increased. 

There especially seems to be a lot of confusion about contaminated food and drink 

containers, as well as mixed materials. Items such as pizza boxes, drink cartons, Styrofoam 

packaging, and items made of metal (such as cans) seem to often be thrown into one of 

the recycling bins, instead of the general waste bin, and effectively contaminating the 

recyclable materials. 

3. The currently available information on recycling needs to be more easily accessible. There 

already is some information on recycling available, it would be great if it was easier for 

students to find. We also think that the entire process of recycling needs to be more 

transparent. By for instance sharing information about what happens to trash after it is 

thrown into one of the recycling bins, students would potentially realize the necessity of 

recycling and problems surrounding contaminated recyclables better. 
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4. A separate waste stream for organic waste should be introduced. If not university-wide, at 

least the cafeterias and other areas that are common for consuming food should have 

organic waste bins. Moreover, the university should consider introducing a few metal and 

glass containers at central locations such as the student service center or libraries so that 

these recyclable materials do not need to end up in the general waste bin. 

5. All coffee cups and other food containers that are made available to students and staff at 

the eating and drinking areas should be recyclable. This point should especially be taken 

into consideration in the upcoming tendering process concerning catering. 

 

  



 
 
 
 
 

 
Visiting address:   Telephone:  

St. Hubertuslaan 12, Room 0.009  +31 (0) 43 388 51 82 

6211 KD Maastricht    

 
 

E-Mail: 

Postal address:  green-office@maastrichtuniversity.nl 

Postbus 616   

6200 MD Maastricht  Website: 

The Netherlands   www.greenofficemaastricht.nl 

12 

 

Appendix 

Notes on Part One of the Survey 

We decided to not make any of the questions mandatory or at least provide a ‘no opinion’ option 

so that people who were answering the survey were not forced to answer questions that they did 

not have an opinion or knowledge about. The questions which respondents were supposed to 

answer by give a rating, we chose a scale from one to six. The reason for this was that we wanted 

people who choose to answer the question to make up their mind if they agreed or disagreed 

more, instead of picking a completely neutral answer.  

Notes on Part Two of the Survey 

In order to motivate participants to take part in our survey we promised to give away three Tony 

Chocolonely special edition packets as a reward to three randomly chosen respondents who 

would get a score of ten on the quiz. Another requirement to participate was that the respondents 

needed to fill in their email address on the survey, which for the sake of giving people the choice 

to stay anonymous we made optional. There were 22 people who got a score of ten on the quiz 

and provided us with their email address, among them three winners were randomly selected by 

us and received their chocolate. For the questions that were part of the quiz we furthermore 

always provided an ‘I don’t know’ option, so that respondents were not forced to make a 

conscious incorrect choice if they did not know the answer to the question.  


