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Will the Millennial Generation Spell 
the End of Recycling?
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In 2013, US 
municipalities 
spent more 
than $5B 
sending 
recyclable 
material to 
landfills.

- Closed Loop Fund 



We need to get a lot more of it back



We depend on residents to recycle…



As people 
responsible for 
resident outreach 
and education, a 
big part of the job 
falls to us to help 
fix the problem



But are the 
outreach tools 
we’re using 
really working?



Challenge - Multi-generational 
audience?

Boomers, 55 to 69 
– 15%

Gen X, 35 to 55 
– 28%

Millennials, 18 to 34 
– 21%+

Municipal/  
Hauler 

Outreach

* Source: US Census Bureau 

Silent, 70+ – 9%

Illinois 2010 % of population*



Why it matters? Each consumes 
information differently
Boomers traditional ways - retiring
◦ newspapers, TV, radio, direct mail; not comfortable with tech

Gen X mix of old and new – currently in senior positions
◦ grew up with internet and computers 
◦ use web as a resource, search for information online 
◦ consume less traditional media but still watch TV on a TV

Millennials (and post millennials) – up and coming
◦ don’t read or watch TV, sleep with their mobile 

devices, interact online, rather text than talk, 
demand information online, short attention span



Why are 
Millennials 
important –what 
makes them 
different?

 Tech savvy – bundle everything
 Becoming most important 

generation – largest in US & world 
history*

 Will have huge buying power
 - estimated $20 Billion annually 

by 2017*
 With buying power comes solid 

waste generation…but here’s the 
scary part… they are self confessed 
poor recyclers!

- 75 million 
& growing

- 1/4 – 1/3  
population

*Micah Solomon: 2013 is the Year of the Millennial Customer: 5 Traits These 80 Million Consumers Share



Compared to People 36+, Do Millennials Recycle?
Harris Poll: America's Attitudes and Opinions about Recycling 2014*

Millennials (age 18-34)
•33% say they always recycle
•45% believe recycling is critical to reducing 
landfill space
•67% say if recycling is not easy and convenient, 
they won’t do it
•33% admit they are not always sure if an item 
is recyclable

Adults 35+
• 48% say they always recycle
• 60% believe recycling is critical to reducing 

landfill space
• 57% say if recycling is not easy and convenient, 

they wouldn’t do it
• 22% admit they are not always sure if an item is 

recyclable

*Conducted for the US Institute of Scrap Recycling Industries (ISRI)



To understand Millennials, have 
to understand their values and 
how they interact with the world 
around them. 



5 Traits of Millennials # 1 - Connected
Mobility closest to their hearts

 Rather text than talk

 4 of 5 sleep with/next to their smartphones

 Own more cellphones; likely use only cell
 41% have no landlines

 2Xs more likely to use mobile devices to 
access internet for information

 More likely to read product/user reviews 
while shopping

 Don’t read newspapers, generally don’t 
watch TV on TV

Sources: Pew Research; Micah Solomon: 2015 is the Year of the Millennial Customer, Forbes



5 Traits of Millennials # 2 – Very Social
Their social lives online are as 
expressive as “IRL”  (in real life!)

 More likely to shop, dine and travel 
in groups, e.g., special interest and 
peers

AND…..
They like spending time with family!

Source: Boston Consulting Group



5 Traits of Millennials # 3 – Collaborative
 Positive and 

community-oriented
 “We can fix it” attitude
 Want to co-create
 Seek interactions with 

peers to make decisions



5 Traits of Millennials # 4 – Adventure
Millennials 
looking for 
adventure, 
not just big life 
experiences 
but everyday 
adventures, 
too

Want even the 
simplest 
activities
to offer 
enhancements, 
like coffee at a 
book store



5 Traits of Millennials # 5 – Passionate 
about their Values
 Especially “civic” values as it 

relates to good citizenship

 Highly value driven

 Taught every voice matters 
and that it “takes a village”

 Poles of other generations 
showed less of these civic 
value inclinations

Tip –

Find a way to make them care.

More than 50% of Millennials will 
make an effort to buy products 
that support the causes they care 
about.

- Barkley (independent advertising agency)

Source: Winograd & Hais



But while Millennials are…

- Open-minded, positive, 
willing to do more

- Looking for ways to 
self-express

- Eager to collaborate
- Excellent multi-taskers 
Also impatient with fleeting 

attention span

According to the 2014 Harris Poll, 37% of millennials 
wish they recycle more

William Strauss & Neil 
Howe have written 7 

books about Millennials 
and have identified 
several core traits



No one goes to the solid waste 
information websites to browse…

They’re looking for information

…and when they do, the ‘goldfish rule’ applies

18



Getting information quickly – 9 seconds

Adult Attention Span Statistics Data

The average attention span in 
2013 8 seconds

The average attention span in 
2000 12 seconds

19

Source: National Center for 
Biotechnology Information, U.S. 
National Library of Medicine, 
The Associated Press

Research Date: January 2014

According to studies, goldfish 
have an attention span of 9 
seconds…hence the ‘goldfish 
rule’.



Don’t expect 
patience while 
Millennials go 
digging 
around your 
website to 
find the 
information 
they want Plastic sprayer top? On 

or off? Recycle or not?



• One click access
• Simply to navigate
• Instant help and 

answers with search 
engine

• Learning tools and 
games

Website Plugin

21



4 Keys to Engaging Millennials

1. Recognize why they go to your website, FB
2. Ensure website displays for mobile
3. Offer access to the right information quickly
3. Engage by using the tech they use; invite them to 

interact with you (FB vs. Snapchat)
4. Develop connections – ask for their ideas and show you 

value them (civic participation)



How Millennial are you?

1. In the past 24 hours, did you watch more than an hour of television?
2. In the past 24 hours, did you read a daily newspaper?
3. In the past 24 hours, did you play video games?
4. Do you have…only a cell phone?
5. In the past 24 hours, how many text messages did you send or 

receive?
6. How important is being successful in a high-paying career or 

profession to you personally?
7. Have you ever created your own profile on any social networking site 

such as MySpace, Facebook or LinkedIn?
8. Do you have a tattoo?
9. Do you have a piercing in a place other than your earlobe?

Pew questions…. www.pewresearch.org/quiz/how-millennial-are-you/



Successful recycling…
“Successful recycling education can best be achieved 
working at a local level, engaging and motivating 
residents of all ages by providing information through 
interactive opportunities meaningful to their lives 
and their communities.”

- Creighton Hooper, President and CEO, my-waste®Technology Solutions



Questions?

Barbara McConnell
VP, Marketing
my-waste® Technology Solutions
T. 613-471-1816
E. bmcconnell@my-waste.com
www.my-waste.com

mailto:bmcconnell@my-waste.com

	�ReInvent. ReInvest. | Illinois Recycling Association�June 18, 2015
	Slide Number 2
	We need to get a lot more of it back
	We depend on residents to recycle…
	As people responsible for resident outreach and education, a big part of the job falls to us to help fix the problem
	Slide Number 6
	Slide Number 7
	Why it matters? Each consumes information differently
	Why are Millennials important –what makes them different?
	Compared to People 36+, Do Millennials Recycle?��Harris Poll: America's Attitudes and Opinions about Recycling 2014*
	Slide Number 11
	5 Traits of Millennials # 1 - Connected
	5 Traits of Millennials # 2 – Very Social
	5 Traits of Millennials # 3 – Collaborative
	5 Traits of Millennials # 4 – Adventure
	5 Traits of Millennials # 5 – Passionate about their Values
	But while Millennials are…
	Slide Number 18
	Getting information quickly – 9 seconds
	Slide Number 20
	Website Plugin
	4 Keys to Engaging Millennials
	Slide Number 23
	Successful recycling…
	Questions?

