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Abstract 
Although the Icelandic waste management system has undergone significant changes from 
the 1990s onwards, and more people than ever before have been stating to engage in 
household waste sorting, landfilling is still the most widely used management method in 
Iceland. In 2016, as much as 61% of municipal solid waste (MSW) went to landfill, while 
only approximately 33% was returned to the production cycle. In the meantime, quantities 
of per capita MSW were approximately as high as just before the 2008 financial crisis, 
indicating a strong link between consumption patterns and waste generation. 

Given that the diversion of household waste from landfill through recycling and other forms 
of material or energy recovery depends heavily on public participation in waste sorting 
schemes, the objectives of this study are to explore perceptions of and experiences with 
systematic approaches to household waste sorting in Reykjavík, and to identify what 
motivates and inhibits waste sorting at the household-level.  

To conduct the study, a qualitative method of in-depth interviews with 16 members of 
households located in Reykjavík was employed. Through thematic analysis, 13 themes could 
be constructed that were found to be pivotal to the research participants’ decision as to 
whether or not, and to what extent, to engage in waste sorting. These include historical 
context, concern for the future of Earth, infrastructure and storage space, personal initiative 
and effort, consumer culture, informedness, trust and transparency, spillover effects from 
non-domestic contexts, sense of order, monetary incentives, environmental impact, 
recyclability and reusability, and low weight and volume and rare use.  

 

Keywords: household waste, household waste sorting, recycling, energy recovery, consumer 
behavior 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Útdráttur 
Minnkun urðunnar í gegnum endurnýtingu og endurvinnslu heimilisúrgangs er verulega háð 
þátttökunni heimilanna í flokkunarkerfum. Þó að íslenska úrgangsstjórnunarkerfið hefur 
breyst mikið síðan í upphafi 1990s, og margir halda fram því að þeir flokki, urðun er ennþá 
algengasta förgunaraðferðin á Íslandi. Árið 2016, 61% af úrgangi frá sveitarfélögum var 
urðað, en bara 33% fór aftur í framleiðslukerfið. Á sama tíma, magn úrgangs á mann var um 
það bil sama magn og fyrir hrun efnahagkerfsins 2008. Það gefur til kynna tengsl 
neytendamynstur og losun úrgangs. 

Tilgangur þessara rannsóknar er að kanna álit og reynslu Reykvíkingar með flokkun 
heimilisúrgangs, ásamt að finna út hvað hvetur og hvað hindrar þá frá því að taka þátt í 
úrgangsflokkunarkerfunum.  

Rannsóknin var framkvæmd með eigindlegum aðferðum. Gögnum var safnað með half-
stöðluðum viðtölum við 16 einstakingla staðsetta í Reykjavík. Við greininguna gagna var 
notuð þemagreining. Samanlagt voru greind að 13 þemu hafa áhríf á ákvördun þátttakenda 
rannsóknarinnar um flokkunarmál. Þessi eru sögulegt samhengi, áhyggjur af framtíð 
jarðarinnar, flokkunarstöðvar og geymslupláss, persónulegt frumkvæði, neyslumenning, 
kunnátta, traust og gagnsæi, gagnúð, hirðusemi, fjárhagsleg hvati, umhverfisáhrif, 
endurvinnslu- og endurnotkunarhæfni, lítil þyngð og lítið rúmmál, og sjáldgæf notkun. 
 

Leitarorð: heimilisúrgangur, flokkun heimilisúrgangs, endurvinnsla, orkuendurnýting, 
neytendahegðun 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



v 

Table of Contents 
List of Figures ......................................................................................................... vii	

List of Tables ......................................................................................................... viii	

Abbreviations .......................................................................................................... ix	

Acknowledgements ................................................................................................. xi	

	 Introduction ....................................................................................................... 13	
	 Research Problem and Research Questions ............................................... 13	
	 Background ................................................................................................ 14	

1.2.1	 The Concept of Waste, and its Definition(s) .................................... 15	
1.2.2	 From Waste to Resource Management ............................................ 16	
1.2.3	 Household Waste Generation and Management in Iceland ............. 17	
1.2.4	 MSW Services in the Icelandic Capital Area ................................... 19	

	 Scope and Limitations ............................................................................... 20	

	 Literature Review .............................................................................................. 22	
	 Situational Factors ..................................................................................... 22	
	 Socio-Demographic Factors ...................................................................... 24	
	 Psychological Factors ................................................................................ 26	
	 Summary .................................................................................................... 28	

	 Research Design ................................................................................................ 31	
	 Methods ..................................................................................................... 31	

3.1.1	 Data Collection ................................................................................. 31	
3.1.2	 Data Analysis ................................................................................... 32	

	 Sample ....................................................................................................... 33	
	 Research Process ....................................................................................... 36	

3.3.1	 Interview Guide Development ......................................................... 36	
3.3.2	 Recruitment of Participants .............................................................. 36	
3.3.3	 Interview Procedure ......................................................................... 37	
3.3.4	 Thematic Analysis of Interview Data ............................................... 37	

	 Results ................................................................................................................ 39	
	 Overview .................................................................................................... 39	

4.1.1	 Themes ............................................................................................. 39	
4.1.2	 Self-Reported Participation in Waste Sorting Schemes ................... 40	

	 Determinants of Household Waste Sorting Behavior in Reykjavík .......... 42	
4.2.1	 Historical Context ............................................................................ 42	
4.2.2	 Concern for the Future of Earth ....................................................... 44	
4.2.3	 Infrastructure and Storage Space ...................................................... 48	
4.2.4	 “Nenna því ekki” – Personal Initiative and (Dis)Comfort ................ 58	
4.2.5	 Consumer Culture ............................................................................ 62	



vi 

4.2.6	 Informedness .................................................................................... 66	
4.2.7	 “It’s like donating money and not really knowing where it ends.” – 

Trust and Transparency .................................................................... 68	
4.2.8	 Spillover Effects from Non-Domestic Contexts .............................. 70	
4.2.9	 Monetary Incentives ......................................................................... 74	
4.2.10	 Sense of Order .................................................................................. 78	

	 Differences in Waste Sorting Practices with Regard to Different Items and 
Materials .................................................................................................... 80	

4.3.1	 Environmental Impact ...................................................................... 80	
4.3.2	 Recyclability and Re-usability ......................................................... 81	
4.3.3	 Low Weight and Volume and Rare Use ........................................... 83	

	 Summary .................................................................................................... 84	

	 Discussion ........................................................................................................... 86	
	 Motivations and Barriers to Household Waste Sorting in Reykjavík ........ 86	
	 Policy and Future Research Recommendations ........................................ 91	

	 Conclusions ........................................................................................................ 93	

References ............................................................................................................... 95	

Appendix: Interview Guide ................................................................................. 109	
 



vii 

List of Figures 
Figure 1. EU Waste Hierarchy (adapted from European Commission, 2008). ...... 16	



viii 

List of Tables 
Table 1. Participant characteristics. ....................................................................... 35	

Table 2. Self-reported participation in waste sorting schemes. ............................... 41	



ix 

Abbreviations 
CEP  Circular Economy Package 

EEA  European Economic Area 

EU  European Union 

IPCC  International Panel on Climate Change 

MSW Municipal Solid Waste 

WFD  Waste Framework Directive





xi 

Acknowledgements 
To all the interviewees for participating in this research and taking the time to share their 
experiences and perspectives with me. To my advisors Jukka Heinonen and Ragna Ingibjörg 
Halldórsdóttir for their guidance throughout the research process. And to Anna, Baddi, Elsa, 
Haley, Johanna, Joseph and Mike for their invaluable support in carrying out this study and 
helping me to complete this thesis.  

 

 





13 

 Introduction 
Along with the past decades’ accelerated rise in private consumption, a phenomenon largely 
confined to global middle and upper classes, resource extraction for energy generation and 
the manufacturing of new products and packaging systems have put severe pressure on Earth 
(IPCC, 2014). Meanwhile, linear patterns of consumption associated with daily household 
and small commercial activities have been leading to increasing levels of so called municipal 
solid waste (MSW) (World Bank, 2012). This has turned out to be problematic not only in 
view of the large areas of land occupied by landfills, but also the associated risk of leachate 
and landfill gases released into soil, water and the atmosphere (European Commission, 
2010). Furthermore, consumption trends are built on the fatal misconception that Earth holds 
an infinite reservoir of resources for human use. If current patterns of production and 
consumption do not change, MSW levels will inevitably increase, and so will the associated 
environmental and resource pressures.  

Waste classified as MSW originates from private households, small businesses and public 
institutions, and is collected by or on behalf of the local authorities (Eurostat, 2016). Owing 
to its various sources of its generation, MSW can be complex in composition, including a 
wide range of organic and synthetic materials, such as paper and cardboard, plastics, glass, 
metals, textiles, food, candle wax and garden residues (Eurostat, 2016). In addition, MSW 
may also include everyday items and materials that are considered to be hazardous, such as, 
for example, batteries, light bulbs or small electronic devices. This is also why, although 
MSW only constitutes approximately 10% of the total amount of waste generated in Europe 
(Eurostat, 2018a), its management, including efforts to divert individual material streams 
from landfill, has proven to be challenging (European Environmental Agency, 2015; Clausen 
& Pretz, 2016).  

Despite challenges, much attention has been devoted to MSW, and household waste in 
particular, which suggests that its management is considered a problem with clearly 
identified solutions (Ofstad et al., 2017). This is because of the familiar assertion that 
recycling and other forms of recovery help saving resources and energy, and eventually 
protect the environment. Although MSW management systems are now also increasingly 
being supplemented with strategies directed at minimizing and preventing waste, sorting is 
still held to be one of the most manageable daily tasks for individuals who wish to engage 
in pro-environmental behavior, i.e. who consciously seek to minimize the negative impact 
of their actions on the environment (Stern, 2000; Kollmuss & Agyeman 2002). This is 
mainly because waste sorting does not require any extensive lifestyle changes to be made in 
the first place (Oldenziel & Weber, 2013; Gould et al., 2016). 

 Research Problem and Research Questions 
With a population density of 3.35 people per square kilometer of land area in 2016, Iceland 
is the least densely populated country in Europe (World Bank, n.d.). As of 2016, 
approximately two third of the 333,000 Icelandic residents were located in the capital area, 
with most of them, that is approximately 122,000 people, living in the city and municipality 
of Reykjavík (Hagstofa Íslands, 2016). Accordingly, Reykjavík is also the area within 



14 

Iceland, where most material resources are being consumed by private households and where 
most MSW is being generated.  

MSW generated in Reykjavík is managed by SORPA, a non-profit waste management 
company that is jointly owned and operated by the municipalities within the Icelandic capital 
area (SORPA, 2018). According to SORPA (2018), the diversification of the local waste 
collection infrastructure from the 1990s onwards has resulted in increased levels of sorted 
MSW, which indicates that residents have been engaging in waste sorting at home. The 
willingness of the public to participate in separate waste collection has also been reinforced 
by the findings from SORPA’s annual household surveys, in which households are being 
asked to provide information on their use of curbside and bring site waste sorting schemes 
(Gallup, 2018). In 2017, 26% of surveyed residents of Reykjavík claimed that all of the waste 
generated within their own homes is being sorted, and almost half of the respondents (49%) 
stated to sort considerable amounts of their household waste. 

However, despite the increase in sorted waste quantities, SORPA still receives significant 
amounts of per capita household waste that has not been subjected to separate collection at 
the source (SORPA, 2018). Given that MSW management and recycling efforts can only be 
effective if individuals participate in waste sorting schemes, the objectives of this study are 
to explore how individuals perceive waste sorting and recycling, and to identify what 
motivates and inhibits waste sorting at the household-level. This is especially relevant when 
it is not mandatory for households to collect potentially recyclable materials at the curbside, 
as is the case in Reykjavík. Against this background, the following research question will be 
addressed: 

1. What are the underlying reasons for Reykjavík residents to participate, or to refrain 
from participating, in separate collection of different fractions of household waste? 

In addition, based on the recognition that household waste typically is comprised of various 
different materials, the study also aims at answering the following, closely related question: 

2. What drives differences in waste sorting practices with regard to different types of 
items and materials? 

To answer these questions, a qualitative research approach was adopted, employing in-depth 
interviews with members of households located in Reykjavík. 

This thesis is laid out as follows: in chapter 1.2, key concepts at the core of this research are 
introduced and an overview of the state of MSW management in the study area is provided. 
In chapter 1.3, the scope and limitations of the research are addressed. Chapter 2 provides a 
synthesis of previous research on determinants of household waste sorting behavior. Chapter 
3 outlines the methodological approach used in this thesis. Chapter 4 presents the results of 
the study, which will then be discussed and related to findings of previous studies in chapter 
5. The thesis concludes in chapter 6 with a summary and the most important implications of 
the research.  

 Background 
The following section will introduce the key concepts at the core of this research and provide 
an overview of the state of MSW management in Reykjavík. The first subsection elucidates 
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the challenge of finding a common definition of the concept of waste which is crucial in 
enabling effective waste management. The second sub-section illustrates the associated shift 
from treating abandoned materials and items not as waste but as resources worth being 
recovered. The third sub-section gives an overview of MSW generation and management in 
Iceland and draws a comparison with the situation to other Nordic countries. Lastly, the 
fourth sub-section shows how MSW originating from private households is managed in the 
Icelandic capital area, and what options residents have, or lack thereof, to engage in 
mandatory and voluntary sorting of waste generated in the household.  

1.2.1 The Concept of Waste, and its Definition(s) 

Waste, and its management, seem to represent an integral part of human societies, yet there 
does not exist a clear and universally accepted definition of waste (Amasuomo & Baird, 
2016). As with most concepts that are difficult to comprehend in their entirety, science and 
politics have traditionally applied a reductionist approach to waste, subdividing it into 
distinct categories based on its physical state (solid, liquid, gaseous), source (household, 
commercial, industrial, agricultural, construction and demolition), and environmental impact 
(hazardous, non-hazardous) (see e.g. European Commission, 2008). 

In common usage, the term waste most often refers to something that is not wanted or not 
needed anymore, typically resulting in abandonment (Cheyne & Purdue, 1995). This notion 
has been applied to a broad range of objects and phenomena, including materials and 
substances that have fulfilled their primary function, or have not been used to their full 
potential (Gourlay, 1992; Dijkema et al., 2000), such as leftovers (Gourlay, 1992), residue 
from production or consumption processes (Dijkema et al., 2000; Drackner, 2005), as well 
as derelict land or other unproductive areas. Despite of the multitude of ideas about what 
constitutes waste, it is generally accepted that something is categorized as waste only when 
it is experienced or labelled as such (Dijkema et al., 2000; Amasuomo & Baird, 2016). In 
other words, waste carries a highly subjective connotation, indicating one’s perception of an 
object’s usefulness or lack thereof (Elwood & Patashik, 1993; Strasser, 1999; Drackner, 
2005). However, when looked at from the perspective of the waste management sector, 
agreement on a common, unambiguous definition of waste is of crucial importance in order 
to facilitate effective management (Bontoux & Leone, 1997; Pongrácz et al., 2004).  

Within the European Economic Area (EEA), management of waste is governed by Directive 
2008/98/EC on waste, known as the Waste Framework Directive (WFD) (European 
Commission, 2008). In the WFD, waste is legally defined as ‘any substance or object which 
the holder discards or intends or is required to discard’ (European Commission, 2008). This 
definition legitimizes that anything which is deliberately abandoned by its owner qualifies 
as waste, and, consequently, has to be treated as such (Pongrácz et al., 2004). This is 
problematic insofar as it reinforces the notion that all materials which are discarded are 
valueless.   

If waste is perceived as something lacking both utility and value, potentially recoverable 
materials cannot be utilized to their full potential, and, consequently, simply go lost. 
However, many products and materials that have been destined to become waste are valuable 
resources that can, if managed accordingly, be returned into the production cycle. Along 
with the increasing awareness about the limitedness of Earth’s resources, modern societies 
have introduced different types of management systems to divert valuable resources from 
landfill. 
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However, in this study, the term waste is used to refer to all materials and items that were 
deliberately abandoned by those previously in possession or making use thereof. The term 
waste, in other words, is used to refer to what is commonly called ‘trash’, i.e. the unsorted, 
mixed materials and items that have been abandoned, but is also applied to recyclable 
materials fractions that are sorted separately, mainly for the sake of consistency with the 
definitions by the European Commission and study participants’ accounts. 

1.2.2 From Waste to Resource Management 

Although awareness towards the impact of waste was first introduced to Western Europe 
during the 1960s and 1970s environmental movement, landfill disposal has remained the 
most common method of choice for handling MSW throughout the latter part of the twentieth 
century, and beyond (World Bank, 2012). This slowly began to change with the introduction 
of the European Union’s (EU) Landfill Directive in 1999, which highlighted the need to 
divert from landfill, and promoted the sorting of post-consumer products and packaging for 
re-use and recycling, in addition to waste minimization (European Commission, 1999). 
Since then, more and more countries in Europe have been actively seeking to divert MSW 
from landfill, supported by measures such as landfill taxes or bans on certain types of wastes, 
unit pricing for disposal of unsorted waste, and producer responsibility schemes (European 
Commission, 2005). 

Landfill diversion efforts became particularly pronounced in 2008 when the European 
Commission adopted the Waste Framework Directive (WFD), which replaced all previous 
directives related to waste (European Commission, 2008). The WFD laid the foundation for 
environmentally and economically sound waste management in Europe and introduced the 
so-called waste hierarchy.  

 

  

Figure 1. EU Waste Hierarchy (adapted from European Commission, 2008). 
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According to the waste hierarchy, disposal is the least preferred option of waste 
management, inferior to energy recovery (through incineration), material recycling 
(including composting and other biological transformation processes), re-use and waste 
prevention (European Commission, 2008). With the WFD, waste management activities 
within Europe slowly began to shift from end-of-pipe solutions to more integrated efforts 
towards handling MSW, focusing on the complete supply chain of products and materials 
(Bartl, 2014).  

Along with the increased attention devoted to improving resource efficiency, recent years 
have also witnessed a discursive shift to materials as resources rather than waste. In 2018, 
EU legislation adopted the Circular Economy Package (CEP), which puts emphasis on 
efforts to return used products and materials back into the production cycle. The idea of the 
circular economy conforms strongly with the laws of ecology, which means that it is 
ultimately modelled on the natural world. In nature, there is no such a thing as waste. Instead, 
all outputs of organisms serve as raw material inputs for other parts of the system. Put simply, 
everything is inextricably connected with everything else (Commoner, 1971).  

Based on the vision of developing a resource efficient economy, the CEP sets clear targets 
for the reduction of unsorted MSW by establishing an ambitious long-term path for resource 
management in Europe through 2035. Key elements of the CEP include a binding cap on 
landfill of MSW to a maximum of 10% by 2035, and a common EU target to recycle at least 
55% of MSW by 2025, 60% by 2030 and 65% by 2035 (European Parliament, 2018).  

Given present rates for recycling and landfilling of MSW, most countries in the EU and EEA 
will need to make considerable changes in their waste management strategies to reach these 
targets. For example, despite the correlation between declining rates of landfill disposal on 
the one hand, and growing recycling rates on the other, landfill disposal usually declines 
much faster than recycling rates are growing. This is mainly because waste management 
strategies tend to transition from landfill towards a combination of material recycling and 
energy recovery through incineration or mechanical-biological treatment, or both (European 
Environmental Agency, 2013).  

This has also become increasingly relevant in view of China’s recent ban on imports of 
various types of solid waste from across the globe, including plastic, paper and textiles from 
private households (Qu et al., 2019). Throughout the past few decades, China had been 
among the leading importers of solid waste in the global circular economy, mainly to 
substitute for the high demand of raw materials accompanying the rapid growth of the 
Chinese economy (Qu et al., 2019). For example, from 1992 to 2017, when the new import 
regulations were issued, China imported approximately 45% of global plastic waste, most 
notably from high-income countries in Europe and North America (Brooks et al., 2018). 
With plastic production and use continuing to rise, limited domestic recycling capacities 
along with past reliance on exporting is posing serious challenges to Europe’s circular 
economy efforts as the focus continues to be on incineration (Brooks et al., 2018). While 
there is a logic to recovering energy from waste that cannot be recycled or re-used, it is meant 
to be the last resort when it comes to achieving landfill diversion. 

1.2.3 Household Waste Generation and Management in Iceland 

When Iceland joined the EEA in 1994, the Icelandic economy, once constrained by capital 
controls and business oligopolies, started to undergo a process of diversification and 
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liberaliization (Loftsdóttir & Mixa, 2017). The period from between 1995 and 2008 was 
dominated by neoliberal policies, including the removal of currency and capital movement 
restrictions, which provided Iceland with open access to the EU’s internal market (Ólafsson, 
2011). As one result of this, more and more retailers and brands entered the Icelandic market, 
increasing price competition and consumer purchasing power (Loftsdóttir & Mixa, 2017). 
At the same time, total waste quantities increased from 397,000 tons in 1995 to 690,000 tons 
in 2008 (Hagstofa Íslands, n.d.), indicating a strong link between consumption patterns and 
waste generation. 

Along with Iceland’s entry into the EEA, the country also became legally bound to transpose 
EU waste management law into its already existing legal framework for waste management. 
One of the consequences of this was that Iceland had to abandon the previously conventional 
practice of open pit, low temperature burning of waste, making landfill disposal the most 
common waste treatment method. At the same time, Icelandic municipalities started to 
introduce collection schemes for different materials fractions of household waste. However, 
due to the lack of recycling facilities in Iceland, separately collected materials and items 
have been exported for recovery abroad (Meyles, 2006; SORPA, 2018). 

While total waste quantities in Iceland have decreased from 690,000 tons in 2008 to 524,000 
tons in 2011 in the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis, there has been a sharp rebound in 
waste production in recent years, as the Icelandic economy recovered from the recession 
(Hagstofa Íslands, n.d.; Umhverfisstofnun, 2018). The amount of per capita MSW, in 
particular, has increased gradually since 2011 (Umhverfisstofnun, 2018; Hagstofa Íslands, 
n.d.). In 2016, each individual in Iceland produced approximately 656 kilograms of waste 
(Eurostat, 2018a). This is not only much more than the EU average value (480 
kilograms/person), it is also approximately the same amount of per capita MSW that 
Icelanders produced just before the 2008 financial crisis (Umhverfisstofnun, 2018).  

However, with the exception of Sweden (443 kilograms/person), per capita MSW generation 
rates for the Nordic countries are all well above Europeans average (Eurostat, 2018a). With 
777 kilograms per person, Denmark generated by far the greatest amount of MSW in 2016, 
followed by Norway with 754 kilograms. With 504 kilograms per person, MSW generation 
in Finland was significantly lower, but still above European average (Eurostat, 2018a). At 
the opposite end of the scale, Romania generated the lowest amount of MSW (261 
kilograms/person), followed by Poland (307 kilograms/person) and the Czech Republic (339 
kilograms/person) (Eurostat, 2018a). 

Despite overall high levels of waste generation, 2016 data on MSW management suggests 
large differences in performance between Iceland and the other Nordic countries (Eurostat, 
2018b). Although the Icelandic MSW management system has undergone significant 
changes from the end of the twentieth century onwards, landfilling is still the most widely 
used MSW management method in Iceland (European Environment Agency, 2013; Hagstofa 
Íslands, n.d.; Olafsson et al., 2014). It is yet of importance to note that attempts have been 
made to recover methane from the landfill gas that forms at the biggest Icelandic landfill at 
Álfsnes in the capital area since 2000. Methane is marketed as an environmentally friendly 
and economical alternative (Metan, n.d.). In 2016, as much as 61% went to landfill, while 
only approximately 33% of MSW was returned to the production cycle (Umhverfisstofnun, 
2018). In the continental Nordic countries, recycling rates for MSW ranged from 38% 
(Norway) to 47% (Denmark) (Eurostat, 2018b). At the same time, only between 1% 
(Denmark, Sweden) and 3% (Norway, Finland) of MSW were landfilled (Eurostat, 2018c).  
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1.2.4 MSW Services in the Icelandic Capital Area 

Within the Icelandic capital area, management of MSW falls under the remit of SORPA, a 
non-profit waste management company that is jointly owned and operated by the 
municipalities of Reykjavík, Hafnarfjörður, Kópavogur, Seltjarnarnes, Mosfellsbær and 
Garðabær. While SORPA is responsible for handling all MSW generated in the capital area, 
activities related to collection and transfer of MSW are the responsibility of the individual 
municipalities (SORPA, 2018).  

Depending on the municipality and the particular type of material, residents have the choice 
to participate in different household waste collection schemes, including curbside and bring 
site collection. However, only the municipality and city of Reykjavík (Reykjavíkurborg) 
operates its own curbside collection firm, Sorphirða Reykjavíkur, whereas the other 
municipalities have outsourced curbside collection to independent third parties (Umhverfis- 
og skipulagssvið Reykjavíkurborgar, 2015; SORPA, 2018). There are two major private 
waste management companies involved in the curbside collection of MSW generated in the 
capital area: Gámaþjónunstan hf. and Íslenska Gámafélagið ehf. In addition to the collection 
and transfer of MSW to SORPA’s receiving and sorting plant, both companies also offer 
bins for the separate collection of recyclables.  

In 2012, all municipalities in the capital area, except Reykjavík, introduced mandatory bins 
for households to collect paper and cardboard. The provisioning and collection of the so 
called blue bin, which was initiated by the municipalities in cooperation with SORPA, is 
included in the general waste collection fee. Hence, this service does not place any additional 
charges upon households. On the other hand, in Reykjavík, the blue bin has remained a 
voluntary option for households, and its collection is subject to extra charges. The same 
applies to the so called green bin for the separate collection of plastic packaging, which was 
introduced to residents of Reykjavík in 2015 (Umhverfis- og skipulagssvið 
Reykjavíkurborgar, 2015; SORPA, 2018). Although the green bin is only available in 
Reykjavík, curbside collection schemes for plastic exist in the whole Capital Area. For 
example, residents of Kópavogur can sort plastic together with paper in the mandatory blue 
bin, whereas households located in Garðabær, Hafnarfjörður, Mosfellsbær, and Seltjarnarnes 
have the option to store plastic in plastic bags of their own choice to be placed directly in the 
grey bin for unsorted household waste (SORPA, n.d). 

In addition to the mandatory grey bin for unsorted household waste, and the two voluntary 
recycling bins, Reykjavík households can also opt for a smaller version of the grey bin. With 
a capacity of 120 l, as opposed to the default of 240 l, the spartunna is based on the concept 
of “pay-as-you-throw”, providing households with an economic incentive for sorting. For an 
annual fee of 23,900 kr (240 l) or 13,900 kr (120 l), the unsorted waste is collected every 
other week. On the other, both paper and plastic (240 l) are collected with 21 day intervals 
against an annual payment of 9,650 kr or 8,200 kr respectively (Umhverfis- og skipulagssvið 
Reykjavíkurborgar, 2015; SORPA, 2018). The bins for apartment buildings with multiple 
units are bigger (660 l), and accordingly their collection is more expensive. However, the 
annual fees for the collection services reflect the same price differences (Reykjavíkurborg, 
n.d.) 

Among the materials and items that must not be put in the grey bin are recyclable paper and 
cardboard, beverage containers with a deposit fee, garden residue, bulky waste, electronic 
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devices, batteries, and medication. Plastic packaging materials are not banned from disposal 
(Umhverfis- og skipulagssvið Reykjavíkurborgar, 2015).  

If no curbside collection scheme for recyclables is in place or made use of, residents also 
have the option to bring paper and cardboard as well plastic packaging, to one of SORPA’s 
numerous neighborhood drop-off stations. These small, unmanned facilities are located 
across the whole capital area. In addition to paper and plastic, an increasing number of 
sorting stations have containers for the separate collection of glass, metals and batteries. 
Furthermore, the sorting stations are often supplemented by donation containers for 
depositing beverage containers to support the operations of the Icelandic Scouts Movement, 
as well as textile containers provided by the Red Cross (Umhverfis- og skipulagssvið 
Reykjavíkurborgar, 2015; SORPA, 2018; n.d.).  

Other types of recyclable materials and reusable items, such as furniture and electrical 
appliances, have to be brought directly to one of SORPA’s recycling centers. Beverage 
containers with a deposit fee can be dropped off, and the deposit claimed back, either at 
SORPA or at one of the Endurvinnslan hf. Return facilities, which operates the Icelandic 
deposit system (Umhverfis- og skipulagssvið Reykjavíkurborgar, 2015; SORPA, 2018). Of 
the six recycling centers that SORPA operates, three are located in the municipality of 
Reykjavík. SORPA’s drop-off services are generally free of charge for private households 
(SORPA, 2018; n.d.). 

At present, neither SORPA nor Gámaþjónustan hf. and Íslenska Gámafélagið provide any 
curbside or bring site collection services for households to sort biodegradable kitchen waste, 
such as food leftovers, coffee grounds or paper towels. Accordingly, biodegradable waste 
has to be disposed of together with other unsorted materials, unless a home composting 
system is in place. While unsorted mixed household waste that is generated within the capital 
area goes to landfill, the major part of separately sorted materials is exported for energy 
recovery or material recycling, given the lack of domestic waste treatment infrastructure 
(SORPA, n.d.).  

 Scope and Limitations 
A qualitative research approach was adopted to answer the questions formulated above, 
employing in-depth interviews with members of households located in Reykjavík. 

While the results of this study are expected to deepen understanding about household waste 
sorting behavior, the small sample size associated with the chosen qualitative method does 
not allow for drawing general conclusions about at-source waste sorting behavior of 
households located in Reykjavík. Despite its small population, Reykjavík is increasingly 
heterogeneous. Thus, the small sample size leaves open the possibility that important, or 
even dominant, patterns were not captured. Furthermore, it is also of importance to note that 
approximately half of the study participants were recruited from among the members of the 
Facebook group Áhugahópur um endurvinnslu og endurnýtingu (‘People interested in 
recycling and recovery’). This might have led to an overrepresentation of participants with 
interest towards the issue of waste management.  

While there is no denying that a focus on depth innately precludes breadth, it is valuable to 
remember that all research is partial, and that the aim of the present study is to contribute to 
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the understanding of a larger field of research (Roulston & Choi, 2018). The strengths and 
limitations are explained in more detail in the method section. 

Despite the narrow scope of the study, findings on motivations and barriers affecting 
individual waste sorting behavior can provide important ideas about the state of management 
of MSW in the Icelandic capital area. On the other hand, this also entails that, while 
qualitative research can detect issues with wider relevance, it cannot study them if they have 
wider relevance. Therefore, this study should be treated as exploratory and future studies 
should aim at validating the findings with a more rigorous research design and a bigger 
sample size. 

In light of the ecological challenges that the global community is facing today, awareness of 
the need to adopt pro-environmental behavior for a sustainable future has increased 
significantly throughout the past decades, particularly with regard to the contribution of 
individuals and households. That is also why, given that waste sorting is necessary for 
material recycling to occur in the first place, the chosen focus of this study lies on pro-
environmental behavior in the private household context. The study is only concerned with 
what is happening before the different fractions of household waste are collected for further 
treatment. This means, the actual process of recycling and the question of whether or not the 
sorted materials are really returned back into the production cycle, are not included in the 
scope of this study, nor are other types of MSW coming from small businesses or public 
institutions, and non-MSW waste, such as industrial waste from the mining, construction 
and trade sectors. However, since knowledge about the further treatment of MSW was 
assumed to influence participants’ attitudes towards waste sorting, it was taken into 
consideration for the development of the interview guide. 

As for the interview guide, it must be noted that it did not comprehensively address the study 
participants’ general environmental attitude, although it came up in the individual 
interviews. Instead, the overall focus of the interview guide was to get the participants to 
think critically about their relationship with material resources by going into much detail 
about their daily practices with regard to household waste management.  

An additional limitation to this study is language. Since the research was carried out by a 
researcher not fluent in Icelandic, the language spoken in the individual interviews was 
English. This also entailed that only participants with sufficient English skills were 
interviewed, except for two non-English speaking participants which were jointly 
interviewed by the researcher in Icelandic. Since a high level of English suggests a high level 
of education, a more comprehensive understanding of the research problem would have been 
obtained by conducting more interviews in Icelandic. 
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 Literature Review 
This chapter provides an overview of previous research on waste sorting at the household 
level. Based on the recognition that waste sorting is a complex and highly dynamic 
phenomenon, a wide range of factors that may or may not influence or predict waste sorting 
behavior have been identified and discussed. The first sub-section addresses situational 
factors of waste sorting behavior. The second sub-section discusses the relationship between 
socio-economic aspects and waste sorting behavior. The third sub-section provides an 
overview of psychological variables of waste sorting behavior. The chapter concludes with 
a brief résumé of the previous findings, signaling gaps in the previous literature and 
reinforcing the need for carrying out the present study.  

 Situational Factors 
Most early research concerned with the effectiveness of prevailing at-source waste 
management systems sought to establish a link between physical infrastructure and recycling 
performance. One of the first studies in the field by Reid et al. (1976) found that proximity 
of containers significantly increased newspaper recycling. The observation that participation 
in waste sorting is highly dependent on the availability and adequacy of, and access to, 
appropriate infrastructure has culminated in extensive research aimed at exploring the 
situational variables of waste sorting behavior (see e.g. Barr, 2002; Geller et al., 1980; 
Thøgersen, 1994).  

Broadly speaking, situational variables identified in the literature include factors that 
facilitate knowledge about and action towards participation in waste sorting schemes in the 
form of curbside (Jenkins et al., 2000; Reschovsky & Stone, 1994) and drop-off points 
collection (Gilli et al., 2018; Sidique et al., 2010). Specifically, convenience and proximity 
have been found to be crucial for determining whether or not individuals participate in waste 
sorting activities (Rousta, 2018). Previous studies largely agree that individual participation 
in waste sorting systems increases with proximity to collection facilities (Abbott et al., 2013; 
Ando & Gosselin, 2005; Dahlén et al., 2007; D’Amato et al., 2016; Folz, 1999; Gilli et al., 
2018; Saphores et al., 2006; Sidique et al., 2010). The presence of curbside collection 
systems, in particular, has been found to be a reliable predictor for households to participate 
in household waste sorting (Reschovsky & Stone, 1994; Jenkins et al., 2000). On the other 
hand, according to Gonzáles-Torre and Adenso-Diaz (2005), proximity of, as well as 
measures of decreasing the distance to, collection facilities do not encourage individuals to 
start sorting. However, it has been found to increase the volume of materials sorted 
(Gonzáles-Torre & Adenso-Diaz, 2005).  

Studies have also found differences with regard to the particular type of material. Studies 
have found a positive effect between the proximity of collection points and sorting rates for 
lightweight packaging (Gallardo Izquierdo et al., 2010), paper (Ando & Gosselin, 2005; 
Dahlén et al., 2007), metal and plastic packaging (Dahlén et al., 2007). On the other hand, 
studies have reported lower rates for heavier items such as bottles and cans (Ando & 
Gosselin, 2005). In addition, participation in waste sorting schemes has also been linked to 
the perceived presence of adequate interior space for storage of waste (Ando & Gosselin, 
2005; Barr, 2003). According to Barr (2003), individuals living in larger houses are more 
likely to sort greater amounts of their waste because they have more space to store it. This 
gives rise to the assumption that individuals living in smaller houses (or apartments) have 
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less space available to store different types of waste before collection and are thus less likely 
to engage in sorting activities. This again highlights the general importance previous 
research has recommended to implement bring site collection services, especially in 
municipalities with infrequent collection of waste. According to Sidique et al. (2010), nearby 
drop-off points constitute a cost-efficient option for the individual since the transportation 
costs are relocated to those collecting the waste. 

In addition to factors that facilitate access to waste sorting infrastructure, situational 
variables also include knowledge about the possible outcomes or consequences of waste 
sorting (Tonglet et al., 2004; Borgstede & Andersson, 2010). This has been found to be 
particularly important given that, along with the act of sorting itself, recycling relies heavily 
upon the quality of the materials collected, and, thus, the accuracy of sorting. Contamination 
of separately collected material streams through alien materials can cause entire loads of 
recyclables to be rejected because its overall quality might be compromised (Hahladakis & 
Iacovidou, 2018). 

Various studies have found that the design of waste sorting schemes (Thøgersen, 1994; 
Noehammer & Byer, 1997; Barr, 2002) as well as specific information accompanying these 
schemes (Oke & Kruijsen, 2016) are crucial when it comes to making waste sorting more 
attractive and comprehensible for the individual. Knowledge about how to sort and where to 
drop off recyclable materials increases both the frequency of households to engage in sorting 
activities, as well as the volume of materials sorted (Meneses & Palacio, 2005). Noehammer 
& Byer (1997) found six design variables to be fundamental to curbside collection schemes, 
including: (1) status (mandatory or voluntary); (2) materials collected; (3) number of 
segregations; (4) provision of a collection container; (5) collection frequency; and (6) day of 
collection.  

According to Oke (2018), a well-designed communication strategy can prove highly 
successful in contributing to increased environmental concern and awareness, provided that 
it has an enduring effect on waste sorting behavior. Previous studies have highlighted the 
importance of diverse communication strategies and sources of information in order to 
appeal to a wide public audience (Bernstad, 2014). For example, several studies have found 
that information provided through doorstepping, face-to-face campaigns increased recycling 
rates for areas with curbside collection services in place (Read, 1999; Timlett & Williams, 
2008). In addition, a number of studies have shown that information in the form of 
comparative-normative feedback is particularly effective in order to increase recycling rates 
(Katzev & Mishima, 1992; Schultz, 1999). Many studies have found a positive and 
significant effect of block leaders on the probability of households to participate in waste 
sorting schemes (Nielsen & Ellington, 1983; Hopper & Nielsen, 1991; Bagozzi & 
Dabholkar, 1994). Since curbside bins are usually visible to the neighbors, Oskamp et al. 
(1991) argued that participation in associated collection schemes is higher for households 
who witnessed their neighbors engaging in waste sorting. This is supported by evidence that 
shows that anonymity was found to contribute to comparatively low levels of recycling 
participation (Lee et al., 1995). Schultz et al. (1995) have identified various antecedent 
intervention strategies that have been found to facilitate action towards participation in waste 
sorting schemes, including prompting (Reid et al., 1976; Hopper & Nielsen, 1991; Schultz 
et al., 1995; Lehman & Geller, 2005), goal-setting (Folz, 1991), and commitment (Burn & 
Oskamp, 1986; Porter et al., 1995). In addition, studies have also found respect for and 
compliance with waste management regulations to represent a strong motivational factor 
(Rousta et al., 2016). 
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 Socio-Demographic Factors 
Participation in waste sorting schemes has often been examined adopting a quantitative 
approach (Rousta et al., 2017). As a result, behavioral patterns have frequently been 
associated with certain socio-demographic variables. However, despite the multitude of 
quantitative studies that have been carried out, there is no common agreement as to the extent 
that socio-economic and demographic variables affect or predict MSW recycling rates and 
sorting behavior. 

Previous research has found rather mixed results concerning the influence of age, and its 
potential to predict or explain waste sorting behavior. Although many studies have attempted 
to establish a positive link between age and waste sorting (Garcés et al., 2002; Hage et al., 
2009; Knussen & Yule, 2008; McDonald & Ball, 1998), many researchers have expressed 
doubt about whether age constitutes a reliable predictor (Barr et al., 2001; Berglund, 2006; 
Hage & Söderholm, 2008). Yet, there are also studies that have found the opposite, claiming 
that recycling efforts increase with age (Vining & Ebreo, 1990; Meneses & Palacio, 2005; 
Saphores et al., 2006). One explanation is that older people, especially the retired, have more 
time to spend on waste sorting (Sidique et al., 2000). In addition, the average age of the head 
of the household has been shown to have a positive yet small effect on participation in 
separate waste collection (Jenkins et al., 2000). At the same time, studies have found that 
young people are both interested in and worried about environmental problems (Arcury & 
Christianson, 1990; Ojala, 2008). The extent to which this translates into pro-environmental 
behavior, however, has remained unclear.  

Multiple studies have attempted to link household waste sorting behavior with gender. 
Although many researchers agree that gender does not significantly affect waste sorting (see 
e.g. Schultz et al., 1995; Hage, 2007; Hage & Söderholm, 2008), some studies suggest that 
women are generally more likely or more willing to engage in separate waste collection than 
men (Boyer, 2006; Iyer & Kashyap, 2007; Knussen et al., 2004; Oates & McDonald, 2006), 
regardless of whether they live alone or are members of a household. With regard to the 
latter, one possible reason that has been discussed is the role or influence of women within 
the household. Although the traditional model of domestic labor division has evolved 
significantly in favor of a more egalitarian arrangement, Oates and McDonald (2006) found 
that unless participation in waste sorting is initiated by a male member of the household, the 
main member to engage in waste sorting is either female or, that waste sorting is undertaken 
as a joint activity. In addition to that, the associated study also suggests that men are more 
likely to participate in waste sorting when initiated together with other members of the 
household (Oates & McDonald, 2006).  

Many studies have examined the relationship between income and its effect on both 
voluntary and mandatory participation in separate waste collection. While a high income is 
usually associated with high consumption rates, indicating that more waste is generated, 
there is no agreement among researchers as to whether high levels of income also translate 
into more sorted waste. While some studies have found a positive correlation between 
income and waste sorting (Duggal et al., 1991; Hong et al.,1993; Schultz et al., 1995; Callan 
& Thomas, 1997; Ferrara & Missios, 2005; Jenkins et al., 2003; Boyer, 2006), other studies 
have not found this to be true (Huhtala, 2010; Saltzman, 1993). Saltzman et al. (1993) 
suggest that there exists a positive correlation between income and participation in separate 
waste collection programs for items with no comparable substitute materials available. 
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However, they also argue that individuals with a high income tend to devote less time to 
waste separation (Saltzman, 1993). The view that households with higher incomes at their 
disposal are less engaged in waste sorting is also reinforced by Huhtala (2010), who found 
a negative income effect among households for willingness to pay for recycling (Huhtala, 
2010). In addition, the source of a household’s income has been found to be a relevant force 
of influence. Gilli et al. (2018) argued that a person whose income derives primarily from 
the support of other family members is expected to have more time to dedicate to waste 
management activities in the household than a person who is an employee and spends a 
majority of the day outside the household. 

Studies concerned with the relationship between education level and waste sorting behavior 
have generated similarly mixed results. Based on the assumption that a high level of 
education is associated with accordingly low level of waste generated, many studies have 
found a positive relationship between education and participation in waste sorting systems 
(Reschovsky & Stone, 1994; Callan & Thomas, 1997; Duggal et al., 1991; Perrin & Barton, 
2001; Jenkins et al., 2003; Ferrara & Missios, 2005). Contrary to these findings, other studies 
have claimed that education has no significant influence on waste sorting behavior (Meneses 
& Palacio, 2005; Nixon & Saphores; 2009). Arguing that single socio-demographic variables 
are weak predictors of waste sorting behavior, Iyer and Kashyap (2007) proposed that 
composite measures, such as socio-economic status, have much higher predictive power. 
Introducing a novel manner of measuring social class, they claim that the likelihood of 
individuals to engage in waste sorting at the source can be attributed to family income and 
the education and occupation of both the parents. Interestingly, they found that households 
associated with a lower socio-economic status recycle more than households with a 
comparatively high socio-economic status (Iyer & Kashyap, 2007). However, since the 
majority of studies focus only on single variables, it is difficult to assess their validity and 
reliability of these findings. 

Previous studies have also attempted to explain waste sorting behavior in terms of household 
size. Jenkins et al. (2000) found that the size of the household has a positive and significant 
effect on the intensity of recycling efforts. This is based on the assumption that participation 
in separate waste sorting is less time-consuming for the individual, the more members a 
household is comprised of (Jenkins, 1993). Other studies (Ando & Gosselin, 2005; Oates & 
McDonald, 2006) have found the opposite, arguing that households with fewer members 
invest more time in waste sorting than bigger households. Another, related set of variables 
that has been discussed is the type and the size of the associated dwelling. For example, Gilli 
et al. (2018) suggest that the available space to store waste before collection can affect 
sorting behavior. According to Jenkins (1993), also the particular type of dwelling matters 
for waste sorting in so far as residents of detached houses are more likely to recycle waste 
than residents of multi-household dwellings. However, Ando & Gosselin (2005) found the 
opposite, observing higher participation rates for households living in multi-family 
dwellings. 

Overall, prior research that has attempted to attribute the participation of individuals in waste 
sorting schemes to certain socio-demographic variables has generated rather mixed and 
inconclusive findings (see e.g. Ebreo et al., 1999; Guerin et al., 2001). Many studies suggest 
that socio-demographic aspects are limited in their applicability to explain or predict waste 
sorting (Diamantopoulos et al., 2003). Some studies suggest that socio-demographics have 
at best a moderating effect (Botetzagias et al., 2015; Xu et al., 2017) or are useful only to 
explain behavior within very specific contexts (Rousta et al., 2017). 
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 Psychological Factors 
In recognition of the fact that situational variables and socio-demographic aspects alone 
cannot fully explain or predict participation in waste sorting schemes, increased effort has 
been made to identify the internal factors that are underlying human behavior. Particularly, 
a multitude of studies have attempted to explain or predict household waste sorting behavior 
from a psychological perspective. Common to many of these studies is the attention devoted 
to assumed antecedents of waste sorting behavior. These can be in the form of intentions 
(see e.g. Barr, 2004; Carrus et al., 2008; Chen & Tung, 2010; Knussen et al., 2004; Mannetti 
et al., 2004; Nigbur et al., 2010; White & Hyde, 2012; Xu et al., 2017), attitudes (see e.g. 
Aadland & Caplan, 2003; Barr, 2004; Ando & Gosselin, 2005; Do Valle et al., 2005; Best 
& Kneip, 2011; Vicente & Reis, 2008; Carrus et al., 2008; Boyer, 2006; Ewing, 2001; 
Schwab et al., 2014; Timlett & Williams, 2008), and desires (Carrus et al., 2008). In turn, 
both behavior as well as intentions, attitudes, and desires have been found to be influenced 
by personal or moral norms, such as altruism (Hopper & Nielsen, 1991; McCarty & Shrum, 
1993; Thøgersen, 2006; Xu et al., 2017), subjective norms or social pressures (Thøgersen, 
1994; Meneses & Palacio, 2005; Wan et al., 2017; Xu et al., 2017), and perceived behavioral 
control (Barr, 2004; Nigbur et al., 2010; Xu et al., 2017).  

Other variables that have been discussed in the literature and which were found to influence 
waste sorting behavior include self-identity (Mannetti et al., 2004; Nigbur et al., 2010; White 
et al., 2009; White & Hyde, 2012), self-efficacy (Bandura, 1984; Vining & Ebreo, 1990), 
emotions (Carrus et al., 2008), and past behavior (Bagozzi & Dabholkar, 1994; Knussen et 
al., 2004; Carrus et al., 2008; Knussen & Yule, 2008; White & Hyde, 2012; Xu et al., 2018).  

Furthermore, based on the assumption that waste sorting is a behavior that is deeply 
implemented in daily routines (Ofstad et al., 2017), prior research has also been interested 
in the factors underlying the construction of habits (Carrus et al., 2008; Knussen & Yule, 
2008; Knussen et al., 2004). 

In order to identify the psychological variables that influence the decision of individuals to 
participate, or to refrain from participating, in waste sorting schemes, many previous studies 
have utilized theoretical models, in which intentions are conceptualized as proxy measures 
for behavior. Among the theories most frequently employed by researchers are the norm 
activation model (Schwartz, 1977), the theory of reasoned action (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980), 
and the theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1985; 1991). They will be briefly discussed in 
the following paragraphs.  

Studies have often sought to find explanations for individuals’ decision for or against taking 
up waste sorting practices by looking at the personal norms underlying human behavior 
(Hopper & Nielsen, 1991). According to Schwartz’ norm activation model (1977), personal 
norms are direct antecedents of intentions, and thus, behavior. In the context of waste sorting, 
personal norms refer to feelings of moral obligation to participate in separate collection at 
the source. In other words, according to the norm activation model, the presence of personal 
norms is believed to lead to pro-environmental behavior (Schwartz & Howard, 1981; Ofstad 
et al., 2017). Previous studies have found that personal norms are a strong motivational force 
to predict participation in pro-environmental behavior in general (Thøgersen, 2006), and 
waste sorting in particular (Hopper & Nielsen, 1991). 
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Both the theory of reasoned action as well as the associated, more complex, theory of 
planned behavior have been found helpful in order to assess waste sorting behavior from a 
psychological perspective (see e.g. Barr, 2004; Nigbur et al., 2010, White et al., 2009). 
According to these theories, individuals are expected to engage in waste sorting provided 
that they form an intention to do so. This intention is shaped by both a positive attitude 
towards sorting, as well as perceived social pressures to engage in it. However, unlike the 
former, the theory of planned behavior also takes into consideration the degree of difficulty 
attached to the act of performing the behavior in question (Ajzen, 1985; Ofstad et al., 2017).  

Studies based on the theory of reasoned action and the theory of planned behavior have also 
been eager to identify how subjective norms, in addition to attitudes, influence waste sorting. 
However, similar to attitudes, there is no general agreement among researchers whether 
perceived peer pressure has an effect on waste sorting behavior. While some studies have 
found a positive link between subjective norms and intentions and behavior (Barr, 2004; 
Shaw & Maynard, 2008; Vicente & Reis, 2008; Abbott et al., 2013; Xu et al., 2017), other 
studies have found a moderate effect only (Huffman et al., 2014), or could not identify any 
significant effect at all (Ebreo & Vining, 2001; Perrin & Barton, 2001; Tonglet et al., 2004; 
Carrus et al., 2008; Hage et al., 2009; Nigbur et al., 2010). Mixed results have also been 
found for the influence of perceived behavioral control. Although some studies suggest a 
positive link between perceived behavioral control and waste sorting behavior (Mannetti et 
al., 2004; Xu et al., 2017), other studies have not been able to attribute any significant 
influence on the former (Carrus et al., 2008; White & Hyde, 2012).  

In the wider context of pro-environmental behavior, much attention has also been devoted 
to whether awareness of the state of the environment really translates into pro-environmental 
attitudes and action (Schahn & Holzer, 1990; Schultz & Oskamp, 1994; Schultz et al., 1995; 
Barr, 2007). Broadly speaking, environmental attitudes refer to beliefs about the importance 
of the well-being of the natural environment, and how nature should be viewed and treated 
by humans (Reser & Bentrupperbäumer, 2005). Other terms that have been used 
interchangeably include (pro-)environmental values, (pro-)environmental beliefs, 
environmental worldviews, ecological values, and (pro-)environmental concerns (Barr, 
2003; Boeve-de Pauw & Van Petegem, 2011). There are a vast number of studies that have 
discussed the relationship between attitudes and behavior, with many of them suggesting a 
pro-environmental attitude-behavior gap across lifestyle practices (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 
2002; Vermeir & Verbeke, 2006). On the other hand, studies have found a gap between 
awareness or concern for the environment and attitude outside rather than within the home-
context, for example in leisure travel (see e.g. Hares et al., 2010; Antimova et al., 2012; Barr 
et al., 2010).  

The relationship between pro-environmental attitudes and pro-environmental behavior has 
been examined extensively within the literature on waste sorting (see e.g. Barr, 2003; 2007). 
However, while many early studies have claimed that those who value the environment are 
also more likely to engage in waste sorting (Vining & Ebreo 1992), more recent studies have 
frequently contested the existence of a positive correlation between the two (Schultz et al., 
1995). Specifically, the question whether environmental attitudes assert an immediate effect 
on waste sorting behavior has remained debated. While some studies claim that 
environmental attitudes can be used to predict whether households engage in waste sorting 
activities (Guerin et al., 2001; Meneses & Palacio, 2005; Miafodzyeva & Brandt, 2013), 
other studies have not found any immediate effect on waste sorting behavior (Derksen & 
Gartrell, 1993; Oskamp et al., 1991). According to Schultz et al. (1995), the relationship 
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between environmental attitudes and waste sorting has gradually decreased in recent years, 
along with the introduction of more convenient waste sorting schemes and economic 
incentives.  

As a result, research concerned with understanding the psychology of recycling has also 
commonly addressed different types of external motivation, including legal prohibitions and 
market-based instruments in the form of economic incentives and disincentives (e.g. 
Thøgersen, 1994; Vicente & Reis, 2008). For example, financial rewards have been found 
to have an immediate and significant effect on waste sorting (Iyer & Kashyap, 2007). 
However, at the same time, studies have also shown that economic incentives often do not 
have a very long-lasting effect on individual behavior (Thøgersen, 1994). While Gellynck et 
al. (2011) argued that the cost accompanying the separate collection of different materials 
plays a significant role in encouraging individuals to take up recycling, Åberg et al. (1996) 
found economic incentives to be less influential than intrinsic motivation in the form of 
environmental concerns. 

 Summary 
An extensive body of literature has been developed since the 1970s, seeking to understand 
waste sorting behavior at the source. Common to many of these studies is the assumption 
that household waste sorting does not only depend on infrastructure in the form of collection 
systems, but is also strongly related to human behavior.  

In previous studies, potential determinants of waste sorting behavior have often been 
grouped into different sub-categories. For example, Hornik et al. (1995) found determinants 
to be comprised of intrinsic and extrinsic incentives, and internal and external facilitators. 
Schultz et al. (1995) differentiated between situational factors and personal factors, including 
personality, demographics, and attitudes of environmental concern. Barr (2007) identified 
environmental values, situational variables, and psychological factors. Miafodzyeva & 
Brandt (2013) divided predictors of waste sorting behavior into socio-demographic, 
technical-organizational, and socio-psychological variables. In this study, research related 
to the determinants of household waste sorting at the source was reviewed by categorization 
into situational variables, socio-demographic aspects, and psychological variables. 

The literature review revealed that the majority of studies have adopted a quantitative 
approach, making extensive use of surveys and questionnaires, in addition to modelling and 
empirical data analysis. Specifically, studies have sought to understand waste sorting 
behavior through different measures, including percentage of participants (new or 
continuing), quantity of materials sorted, frequency of sorting, and quality of the 
materials/contamination rates. As a result, a vast number of variables that may or may not 
influence the decision of individuals to participate or refrain from participating in waste 
sorting have been identified. However, due to the focus on breadth, rather than depth, in 
addition to the limited geographical range of many studies, the findings are often inconsistent 
and, at times, rather contradictory in nature.  

On the other hand, qualitative studies have been comparatively rare. Given that neither the 
mere intention to sort, nor the existence of pro-environmental attitudes and beliefs alone 
have been found to be sufficient to explain whether or not individuals participate in waste 
sorting schemes (Barker et al., 1994; Corral-Verdugo, 1997; Rousta, 2018), a few studies 
have employed a mixed methods-approach to account for the gap between self-reported and 
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actual behavior. For example, Pieters (1989) used both questionnaires, direct observation, 
and waste composition study in order to obtain a comprehensive insight into household waste 
sorting. Tucker (2001) combined attitude-behavior surveys, waste composition study, 
monitoring and case study investigations to attain a better understanding of why and how 
people sort waste. Rousta (2018) employed waste composition analysis and interview. 

Given that the initial impetus for this study grew out of the observation of a disconnect 
between self-reported waste sorting behavior and actual waste sorting performance, a 
qualitative approach was considered appropriate to explore how individuals perceive 
existing waste management schemes, and to identify what motivates and inhibits waste 
sorting at the household-level. 
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 Research Design 
This chapter will provide a theoretical overview of the methods employed in this study to 
collect and analyse data, present the sample the data is drawn from, and describe the research 
process.  

 Methods 
The choice of a suitable method for the collection and analysis of data is crucial for obtaining 
reliable and valid results, especially when it comes to studying a complex and dynamic 
phenomenon such as waste sorting behavior.  

The literature review in the previous chapter revealed that a lot is known about the various 
factors that influence waste sorting behavior from quantitative studies. Qualitative 
approaches, on the other hand, have been applied much less frequently to examine how 
individual and contextual variables affect behavioral patterns related to waste sorting.  

One of the main features of qualitative methods is their ability to uncover aspects not 
accessible through quantitative datasets due to them not being strong patterns or not being 
visible due to missing data, or both (Creswell, 2007).  

While quantitative research seeks to generalize from the sample to the associated study 
population, such extrapolation is hardly, if ever, possible within the realms of qualitative 
research. This is mainly attributed to the exploratory nature of many qualitative methods, 
which seek the intensive study of a limited number of individuals to understand the meaning 
they have constructed about their world and their experiences (Merriam, 2002). That is to 
say, qualitative research prioritizes depth over breadth, based on the premise that the 
experience of all human beings is valid and must not be excluded from the researcher’s 
understanding of the issue under study. This is also reflected by the fact that the researcher 
is the primary instrument for data collection and analysis, responsible for identifying and 
monitoring bias in the research procedures (Merriam, 2002). 

To address the research questions formulated above, and the goal of this study to contribute 
to understanding human behavior in context, this research has adopted a qualitative 
approach.  

3.1.1 Data Collection 

In order to explore how individuals relate to and perceive of the waste sorting system 
implemented in Reykjavík, the semi-structured interview method was employed to collect 
data.  
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Semi-structured Interview 

The semi-structured interview method involves a dialogue between researcher and 
participant that typically is based on a set of predetermined themes and mainly open-ended 
questions (Merriam, 2002). Although the major part of the interview may be aided by an 
interview guide, neither exact wording nor the order of the questions are determined ahead 
of time (Merriam, 1998). Instead, questions are sequenced to generate a free-ranging 
conversation about the research topic, and participants are encouraged to elaborate on their 
answers as they wish, thereby potentially providing additional information or directions 
worth being explored (Roulston & Choi, 2018). The value of the semi-structured interview 
method lies in the flexibility to respond to the individual’s specific responses, thus allowing 
for deepening understanding of the research topic (Richards, 2003). Given that the semi-
structured interview technique facilitates the in-depth exploration of the participants’ 
experiences, this technique was chosen over other types of interviews. For example, more 
structured interview formats with closed questions are likely to come with similar drawbacks 
as surveys with regard to the depth of data collection. 

There are limitations to the semi-structure interview method as well, one of them being that 
both the process of conducting and transcribing the interviews is rather time-consuming. 
This, in turn, also entails limitations to the sample size. Furthermore, eliciting responses 
from participants can be a challenge, especially for less experienced researchers. This is also 
why, in order to learn from the participants, and facilitate further discussion on salient issues 
that emerge from the conversation, the researcher needs to be able to listen carefully (Kvale 
& Brinkmann, 2009). Through active listening, the researcher can increase the length and 
depth of the participants’ responses, and employ scheduled and unscheduled follow-up 
questions and probes in a meaningful way. Other strategies that allow for developing in-
depth accounts of individual experiences and perceptions, and that were drawn on for the 
present study, include restating the participant’s responses, responding empathically, and 
using prompts or repetitions to elaborate and clarify participants’ answers (Kvale & 
Brinkman, 2009; Leech, 2002). 

3.1.2 Data Analysis 

In qualitative research, data analysis is typically carried out simultaneously to data collection 
(Merriam, 2002). For the present, interview-based study, this required that data was analysed 
beginning with the first interview, allowing for adjustments in the interview guide along the 
way. Furthermore, given the implications of the analytical approach for the process of 
collecting data, this method of analysis was chosen prior to conducting the first interviews 
(Kvale, 2007; Silverman, 2011).   

In this study, to explore recurring patterns across participants’ accounts, and to identify 
themes relevant to the research questions, interview transcripts were coded using the 
analytical procedures of the thematic analysis approach, which will be described below 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

Thematic Analysis 

Thematic analysis refers to a strategy of data reduction that is based on identifying patterns 
of experience, so called themes, which are either known to or anticipated by the researcher 
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beforehand, or become clear only as the analysis proceeds, or both (Miles & Huberman, 
1994; Braun & Clarke, 2006). In other words, themes can, but do not necessarily have to be 
known a priori, which makes thematic analysis a very flexible and widely used technique 
for assessing qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006; King, 2004). For example, in the case 
of a deductive, i.e. theory-driven, approach, the researcher might already be familiar with 
some certain themes due to a comprehensive review of the previous literature. These can be 
included in the process of data collection, but may also inform the coding of data (see e.g. 
Given, 2008). Coding means identifying and labeling interesting features of the data that 
relate to the objective of the research (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

In order to obtain reliable and valid results about the significance of a recurring pattern 
within the data, thematic analysis requires a careful and highly systematic approach to 
coding (Braun & Clarke, 2006). According to Braun & Clarke (2006), thematically 
analyzing a given set of (transcribed) verbal data can be broadly divided into six phases 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). At the beginning of the analysis process, the researcher needs to (1) 
familiarize themselves thoroughly with the data through repeated reading of the transcripts. 
Thereby, recurring patterns relevant to the research questions can be discovered, which in 
turn allow for (2) initial, open coding of the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). However, since 
open coding typically yields a high number of codes, in the next step (3), codes that relate to 
the same broad thematic category are grouped together. In other words, the data is analysed 
with regard to how different codes may combine to form an overarching thematic category 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). Following that, the categories, or potential themes, are (4) reviewed 
to ascertain that they are supported by enough data, and, vice versa, that the data is accurately 
reflected by the identified themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Hence, this highly iterative phase 
also involves that any additional data, relevant for answering the research questions, that has 
been missed in earlier coding stages is now coded. Once a satisfactory thematic map of the 
data is obtained, the researcher moves on to (5) defining, refining and naming the individual 
themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). As part of the refinement, the researcher also needs to 
identify whether a theme contains any sub-themes. Lastly, (6) the thematic analysis is written 
up in a way that convinces the reader of its merit and validity. Essentially, this means, that 
the written report needs to contain sufficient evidence of the themes. For instance, this can 
be in the form of examples from the participant narratives (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

By highlighting similarities and differences across a large set of data, thematic analysis 
serves well to examine the perspectives of different study participants (Braun & Clarke, 
2006; King, 2004). 

 Sample 
Home to approximately 60% of the total population, the capital area is by far the largest and 
most densely populated area in Iceland (Hagstofa Íslands, 2018a). Moreover, despite its 
comparatively small population of 220,000 people, the Icelandic capital area, as most capital 
areas, is increasingly heterogeneous, and so are the waste management schemes that 
households are provided with.  

Against this background, and in line with the qualitative approach adopted, the goal of this 
research was not to generate a representative sample of the study area, but rather to explore 
a broad range of practices and perceptions related to household waste sorting. Therefore, an 
illustrative rather than a representative sample was generated, based on the researcher’s own 



34 

judgment of who in the study population would be useful to answer the research questions 
(Patton, 2002). This approach, which is referred to as purposeful sampling, is a technique 
widely used in qualitative research for the identification and selection of information-rich 
cases (Patton, 2002).  

Without making any claims about how well the individuals who participated in this study 
represent the study population (Mason, 2002), a sample with a mix of characteristics was 
generated, with a focus on recruiting different people within one area. Specifically, 
participants for the study were recruited from within Reykjavík. Participant characteristics 
are summarized inTable 1.
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Table 1. Participant characteristics. 

Participant  
No. 

Age Gender Household Type Dwelling Type Collection 
Facilitiesc 

Educationd Incomee  

P1 35 F  Family (2 adults/2 children) Small apartment buildinga  Paper/cardboard; 
plastic packaging 

Secondary 550,000-
799,000 

P2 40 M Family (2 adults/3 children) Small apartment building Paper/cardboard Undergraduate 800,000-
999,000 

P3 25 F Single/shared housing (3 
adults) 

Big apartment buildingb Paper/cardboard; 
plastic packaging 

Secondary Less than 
250,000 

P4 55 F Single/shared housing (2 
adults) 

Small apartment building Mixed recyclablesf Undergraduate 250,000-
399,000 

P5 23 F Single/lives alone Big apartment building Mixed recyclables Undergraduate 400,000-
549,000  

P6 52 M Single/lives alone Detached house  Paper/cardboard Secondary 400,000-
549,000 

P7 31 M Single/shared housing (3 
adults) 

Big apartment building Paper/cardboard Undergraduate 250,000-
399,000 

P8 76 M Couple without children Big apartment building Mixed recyclables Graduate 250,000-
399,000 

P9 52 M Family (2 adults/1 child)  Small apartment building Paper/cardboard; 
plastic packaging 

Secondary n/a 

P10a/b 38/46 F/M Family (2 adults/2 children) Detached house Paper/cardboard; 
plastic packaging 

Graduate More than 
10,000 

P11 27 F Couple without children Small apartment building Paper/cardboard; 
plastic packaging 

Undergraduate Less than 
250,000 

P12a/b 59/66 F/M Couple without children Big apartment building Paper/cardboard Compulsory 400,000-
549,000 

P13 21 M Single/shared housing (10 
adults) 

Big apartment building Paper/cardboard; 
plastic packaging 

Secondary Less than 
250,000 

P14 38 F Family (1 adult/6 children) Semi-detached house Paper/cardboard; 
plastic packaging 

Secondary 250,000-
399,000 

a Apartment building with six or fewer units. 
b Apartment building with seven or more units. 
c Curbside collection facilities for materials other than general waste.  
 

 

d Highest level of education completed. 
e Pooled monthly household income in ÍSK. 
f Single-stream recycling for paper and cardboard, plastic and metals. 



36 

Determination of the number of participants recruited for the study was guided by the 
concept of saturation (Charmaz, 2006; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). This means that rather than 
being decided upon prior to data collection, the sample size evolved during the research 
process only (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

Saturation refers to that point during the research process at which the researcher cannot 
obtain any more substantive information relevant to the research questions (O’Reilly & 
Parker, 2013). In other words, any additional information gathered becomes redundant. This 
also entails that data saturation is necessary to occur to help ensure that adequate information 
has been collected to accurately reflect the perspectives of the study participants. 

Given the exploratory, rather than confirmatory, nature of most qualitative research, there is 
no agreement among researchers as to what constitutes a sufficient number of interviews to 
answer the research question (Bryman, 2015; Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2007). That is also 
why, although qualitative samples usually range from somewhere between 15 (e.g. Bertaux 
& Bertaux-Wiame, 1981; Guest et al., 2006) and 50 (e.g. Ritchie et al., 2003) interviewees, 
saturation represents a useful and frequently employed tool to help determining the sample 
size. 

In this study, the process of data collection was completed at 14 interviews, including two 
joint interviews with couples. Thus, a total of 16 participants were recruited, based on the 
researcher’s subjective assumption that saturation was reached. However, as previously 
mentioned, the sample size was guided rather than determined by the saturation concept, 
which is important to remember given that the number of participants was still low enough 
to allow for additional, possibly very different patterns not to appear.  

 Research Process 

3.3.1 Interview Guide Development  

The development of the interview guide was informed by the closed-ended questions 
employed in SORPA’s annual household surveys, in addition to factors identified in the 
previous literature pertaining to household waste management. 

In order to enhance the quality of the research design, several measures to explore the 
question formulation were employed. After developing an initial list of questions and themes 
pertaining to the research problem, the preliminary interview guide was thoroughly 
discussed with peers, who provided important feedback on content and structure. After being 
adjusted accordingly, the interview guide was pilot-tested. The evaluation of the test 
interviews allowed for further refinement of the interview guide.  

While the factors identified in prior literature facilitated the process of data analysis, the final 
interview guide (see Appendix) did not include, nor was it organized according to any 
particular themes. Instead, the researcher’s aim was to obtain an in-depth account of the 
participants’ perceptions and experiences with regard to household waste management.  

3.3.2 Recruitment of Participants 

Participants for the study were selected using two complimentary recruitment methods. 
Approximately half of the study participants were recruited from among the members of the 
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Facebook group Áhugahópur um endurvinnslu og endurnýtingu (‘People interested in 
recycling and recovery’). With more than 10,000 members at point of recruitment, 
Áhugahópur um endurvinnslu og endurnýtingu is the biggest Icelandic group on Facebook 
devoted to issues revolving around waste management.  

Members interested in participating in a study about household waste management were 
invited to contact the researcher for further information on the project. With the help of 
Facebook, 7 participants could be recruited for the study. The remaining 9 participants were 
selected from the researcher’s own social network. 

3.3.3 Interview Procedure 

The interviews were carried out in a face-to-face setting at a place and time chosen by the 
participants. The intention was to facilitate an environment where participants would feel 
comfortable and safe to engage in discussion, and to share their experiences following the 
suggestion of Kvale (1996). When no preference was expressed, a café in the center of 
Reykjavík was suggested, assuming this would be quiet enough to allow for audio recording. 
While the majority of interviews were carried out in a public setting, six participants wished 
to be interviewed in their own homes (P10a/b, P12a/b, P14) or at their workplace (P9). 

Prior to each interview, the researcher briefly restated the purpose of the research to the 
participants, based on the recommendation of Kvale (1996). In order to build trust and 
encourage participants to talk freely, the participants were reminded that, while their 
participation in the interview was voluntary, it could be withdrawn at any stage in the 
process, and that all information would be confidential and held securely. 

All interviews were carried out between December 2018 and February 2019. Each interview 
session was recorded digitally, provided the prior consent of the participants was obtained. 
Apart from one interview, all interviews were carried out in English. This did not 
compromise the interview given the participants’ good or very good English command. Only 
participants 12a and 12b, who did not speak English, were interviewed in Icelandic. Here, 
the researcher had the help of a research assistant familiar to the interviewees, who helped 
with translating when necessary.  

At the end of each interview, the participants were asked to fill in a short demographic 
questionnaire. 

3.3.4 Thematic Analysis of Interview Data 

All interviews were transcribed verbatim and anonymized and, if necessary, translated at 
point of recording. The interview transcripts were analysed thematically, employing the 
analytical procedures of the thematic analysis approach following the suggestion of Kvale 
(1996). This is also reflected by the fact that a comprehensive literature review was carried 
out prior to data collection, facilitating the coding process.  

As discussed above, the written presentation of the findings from the thematic analysis is an 
integral part of the thematic analysis approach. Accordingly, in the following chapter, 
themes are presented in the form of excerpts from the researcher’s (R) in-depth interviews 
with 16 participants (P).
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 Results 
This chapter reports on the findings obtained through semi-structured interviews with 16 
Reykjavík residents about their perceptions of and experiences with household waste sorting. 
Interview transcripts were assessed for recurrent patterns using the coding procedures of 
thematic analysis. In total, 13 themes directly relating to the two research questions at the 
center of this thesis could be identified. These themes were found to (1) motivate and prevent 
participation in household waste sorting, and (2) drive differences in waste sorting practices 
with regard to different types of items and materials, or both. 

 Overview 

4.1.1 Themes 

Thematic analysis of interview data resulted in 10 identified categories pivotal to research 
participants’ decision as to whether or not to engage in waste sorting. These include (1) 
historical context, (2) concern for the future of the Earth, (3) infrastructure and storage space, 
(4) personal initiative and effort, (5) consumer culture, (6) informedness, (7) trust and 
transparency, (8) spillover effects from non-domestic contexts, (9) sense of order, and (10) 
monetary incentives.  

Some themes, most notably infrastructure and storage space, and monetary incentives, also 
explained differences in waste sorting practices with regard to different materials and items. 
In addition to these, 3 supplementary themes were identified to answer the second research 
question. These include (11) environmental impact, (12) recyclability and reusability, and 
(13) low weight and volume and rare use. 

In total, 13 themes relating to the two research questions at the center of this thesis could be 
constructed.  

It is important to note that no one theme on its own could explain why participants engaged, 
or refrained from engaging, in sorting. On the contrary, themes were found to be closely 
related to one another. Accordingly, they usually acted synergistically rather than in 
isolation.  

Overall, the separate collection of items and packaging made from paper and cardboard was 
strongly related to access to curbside collection services, in combination with knowledge 
about the prohibition to dispose of recyclable, uncontaminated paper and cardboard. 
Furthermore, the practices of sorting paper and cardboard was also facilitated by the fact that 
associated collection schemes were introduced in the 1990s already. As a result, it seemed 
to have been internalized as normal by all of the study participants. 

Plastic packaging, too, was usually sorted when curbside collection services were available, 
yet less often so when no scheme was in place. However, bring site collection schemes were 
usually used when some sense of the environmental implications of plastic existed, or the 
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practice of sorting had already become habitual to the extent that it would occur without 
deliberate thoughts, especially when the participants had access to a car.  

Furthermore, glass jars and broken glass items as well as metals, e.g. aluminum cans, were 
often not sorted in the absence of curbside collection schemes, or the effort associated with 
making use of drop-off schemes, or both. Yet, knowledge about the efficiency of aluminum 
recycling processes along with awareness of the limited availability of metals could also 
facilitate increased effort devoted to sorting.  

On the other hand, aluminum, glass and plastic beverage containers with a deposit fee were, 
according to all participants, always collected, irrespective of previously stated 
considerations associated with a lack of storage or effort. Specifically, the prospect of getting 
a refund on the deposit fee was a strong motivational force to collect rather than dispose of 
deposit beverage containers, regardless of whether the money went into participants’ own 
pockets or was donated.  

Clothes were reported to be sorted, if they were considered to be usable still, whereas 
damaged textiles were sometimes disposed of rather than collected. However, in general, 
participant accounts suggest that neighborhood drop-off containers for textiles were widely 
used.  

Electronics and other hazardous household items, such as light bulbs or batteries, were 
usually not disposed of into the general waste because of participants’ awareness of the 
environmental implications of landfill leaching of chemical substances. At the same time, 
they were sometimes stored rather than further allocated to the appropriate sorting facilities.  

Candle wax was sorted separately by some participants only and with different degrees of 
effort and sophistication. In general, there was little attention devoted to collecting candle 
wax, reportedly because of a perceived lack of information on how to sort it, because it was 
used on rare occasions only, or both. On the other hand, there was a greater likelihood for 
metal cups from tea lights to be sorted, if other metal items were sorted.  

Unless a home composting system had been developed, food and other biodegradable 
kitchen waste was generally not sorted separately given the lack of curbside and bring site 
collection schemes. In addition to personal initiative, involvement in home composting was 
strongly dependent on whether or not the participants had access to a garden. Another theme 
that could be constructed from the participants’ accounts on food waste, more specifically 
the lack of associated collection schemes, was a sense of order and control. 

4.1.2 Self-Reported Participation in Waste Sorting Schemes 

The analysis revealed different degrees of commitment to household waste sorting among 
study participants. The following Table 2 shows which materials participants reported to 
sort.  



41 

Table 2. Self-reported participation in waste sorting schemes. 
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P1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

P2 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 

P3 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 

P4 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 

P5 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 n/a 0 

P6 1 0 0 0 1 0 n/a n/a 0 

P7 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 

P8 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 1 0 

P9 1 1 0 0 1 1 1 n/a 0 

P10a/b 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

P11 1 1 0 0 1 1 1 1 0 

P12a/b 1 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 

P13 1 1 0 0 1 1 1 n/a 0 

P14 1 1 0 0 1 1 1 n/a 0 

1 = Participation; 0 = Non-participation; n/a = No information available. 

The table suggests that participants could be broadly divided into four groups. The first group 
was comprised of those who reported to sort all of their household waste, including organic 
waste for which no collection scheme was in place (P1, P10a/b).  

The second group included partial sorters who claimed to sort almost all of their household 
waste, except organic waste and in some cases candle wax (P2, P3, P4, P5, P7).  

The third group included other partial waste sorter, who stated to sort some of their 
household waste, most notably paper and cardboard, plastic, and deposit beverage 
containers, but who were reluctant to make use of sorting schemes for other materials (P6, 
P8, P9, P11, P13, P14).  

The fourth group consisted of those, who stated to engage only in the bare minimum of 
household waste sorting. This means that, while they stated to sort paper and cardboard in 
the presence of associated curbside collection schemes, and collected beverage containers 
with a deposit fee, because of the accompanying monetary incentives, they refrained from 
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assuming responsibility for sorting activities that extended beyond the mandatory 
requirements (P12a/b). 

 Determinants of Household Waste Sorting 
Behavior in Reykjavík 

4.2.1 Historical Context 

No one of the study participants grew up with systematic practices of waste sorting being an 
integral element of their everyday life. However, this did not entail that the introduction of 
sorting schemes for different fractions of household waste was met with a general lack of 
understanding of the rationale for recycling.  

Sensitization for Sorting through Experience with Scarcity 
Several participant accounts suggested the existence of a certain degree of susceptibility for 
systematic waste sorting due to periods of material scarcity in the past. Specifically, the idea 
of keeping used materials and items rather than immediately disposing of them was a pattern 
recurring across the interviews as manifested by one of the participants:  

So, my grandparents on both sides, and I think, almost everyone in Iceland has the 
same experience, that our grandparents and great-grandparents never had much. 
Everything was re-used over and over and over again. So, this concept of always 
keeping everything because you might use it later is very rich. So, that sort of recycling 
has been going on forever, basically. 

P10a, 38, F 

Even though the participant did not recall her own experiences, but referred to the everyday 
life of her ancestors, her engagement with the family’s past revealed a sensitization for ways 
of dealing with materials and items, other than just throwing them away. A lack of 
comprehension for the decision to discard materials without further reflection also emerges 
from the following participant account. 

I mean, for me, we come out of – our society and my family and things – we come out 
of necessity, so we need to, we don’t throw it away. We keep it, and we can use it 
maybe later. […] For me, in my thinking, it makes totally sense to do that. Because 
when I started thinking about… Never anything…I mean, when I was growing up, I 
used to wear clothes from older siblings or family members. Everything was re-used. 
And, like standing in the workshop of my father or some old guy, a carpenter or 
something, nothing was thrown away. Everything was material that you could use 
later. There was something in it that you could use later. 

P6, 52, M 

Memories from the past also facilitated the following participant’s approach to using, and 
re-using, materials. 
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You now, sometimes people talk about that they have to stop using that, you know, use 
bags, that you can always use again and again. That’s something my mother already 
did before. So, we are kind of going back to the older times, in many ways. 

P4, 55, F 

Previous accounts revealed the novelty of the concept of waste sorting for recycling did not 
necessarily present a barrier for Icelanders to engage in more systematic household waste 
management. Quite the opposite, past scarcity of materials and the need to make efficient 
use thereof, whether experienced personally or come into contact with through the family, 
have, in some instances, facilitated a sensible approach to how to use resources, and an 
understanding of the notion that, even though an item might be considered valueless one 
moment, it could become valuable at another. This seemed to be further strengthened by the 
fact that for some certain items, other than packaging, there have indeed been separate 
collection efforts in place for a while already. 

Yeah, batteries, that is something that people have been collecting for a long time. For 
more than 20 years. First thing was batteries and then paper, especially fernur, and 
newspapers, and also flöskur and dósir, to get the money back. They used to have – 
like you see maybe in Germany, and other countries – when you go to the store, there 
is a machine. So, they used to do that. 

P4, 55, F 

But also, here in Iceland, if you turn in the soda cans, you get money. And I discovered 
that around the age of like 10, 11. So, then, we started doing that. You had to count 
the cans and show up with, “Oh, I have 20 plastic ones, I have 30 glass ones,” and do 
that in advance before handing in the empty cans to SORPA. So, that was kind of a 
way to get more money as a child. 

P11, 27, F 

Lack of Experience with Systematic Waste Management Practices 
However, even in the past, scarcity and material appreciation did not always go hand in hand 
with keeping everything for later use. Re-using items that were perceived as reusable was 
one thing, but if there was no more purpose or value seen in a given item, people were usually 
trying to get rid of it. It was also easy, because the cheapest way for doing this was through 
burning. 

P10a: But I am sure, you know, farmers used to just burn their own trash all around 
the country. That’s just the way things have been done. […] Well, and I think that, 
when in the 40s and 50s, before plastic, for example, invaded everything, burning trash 
probably wasn’t as bad because you were basically burning maybe biomass. Maybe 
you were burning the rests of– 
P10b: I mean, some paper and then some clothing, and maybe some timber. […]  
P10a: Mostly organic materials, yeah. 

P10a/b, 38/46, F/M 
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The tendency to abandon unwanted items and materials, it seems, was not exclusively 
reserved to rural life, nor to the distant past. In fact, most study participants reported that 
disposal of materials and items that were considered as waste had been an incredibly 
common practice throughout most of their lives. 

When I was young, we didn’t really do it at home. Everything, even the milk cartons 
and everything, just went into the trash. Just all, almost, I think, soda cans as well, but 
I had friends – and I thought, it was kind of weird, that they were like – their parents 
were cleaning the milk cartons and putting them in separate cases, and stuff like that, 
and I was like, that’s kind of weird. 

P11, 27, F 

Well, it was just normal for me. Just made sense. You are not gonna use this anymore, 
you put it in the trash. Everything goes to the same place.  

P13, 21, M 

It was like, what you don’t want, goes to the bin, and then it’s not your problem 
anymore. It’s off your lawn, or whatever. But, I mean, people were just so narrow-
minded. They were not thinking about the whole… future, or environmental issues.  

 P7, 31, M 

Concurrently, participants also expressed concern about the changing material composition 
of discards, suggesting an understanding for the need to approach materials differently.  

Cause really people just threw everything away. I mean, they probably had cans and 
bottles and that. But everything else…But that’s also when the plastic stuff started to 
blow up. I mean, there was always plastic, but there were also other materials. Now, 
it’s pretty much just plastic. 

P3, 25, F 

4.2.2 Concern for the Future of Earth 

To varying degrees, all participants expressed concern about the environmental implications 
of improper waste treatment. Accordingly, the need to engage in separate collection of 
different fractions of household waste was frequently associated with harmful effects of 
waste disposal on the natural environment, including pollution and resource depletion.  

Reduction of Environmental Pollution and Resource Use 
One major aspect that motivated many study participants to engage in household waste 
sorting was the belief that recycling saves resources and energy and, thus, is fundamental in 
protecting the environment. 

[A]nd also, just basically the forest, they are not living for eternity. That’s why we 
need to recycle the paper […]. 

P9, 52, M 
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Furthermore, waste sorting was perceived as important because of associated negative 
implications of litter for humans and other living beings.   

Because, you know, a lot of the plastic goes into the sea and kills the animals. Not 
good. And also, when you dig it down, it’s not good for the nature. I also started to 
pick up, you know, when I am walking, and when I see some garbage, I pick it up.  

P4, 55, F 

It’s really important because we have depleting resources in metals, and some plastics 
are really bad for the environment. There are molecules that look like hormones and 
they really foul the system. And, of course, I think it is really important that it doesn’t 
go back to the environment in such an altered state. 

P2, 40, M 

Concern about the state of the environment was also associated with the disproportionate 
use of land for disposal of mixed, general waste and the implication of other end-of-life 
measures.  

P7: For me it’s just environmentally friendly to do so. I am very scared about the 
impact of mixed waste going to landfill. […] It’s like, if a battery goes into landfill, 
and it goes into the ground, and in some years, or hundreds of years, it will go into the 
water supplies. [...]  
R: But you yourself you won’t be alive in one hundred years? 
P7: No, but I am thinking about the future of humankind and… the animals. I mean, 
it’s just sad. And, also, we don’t have space for all of this landfill. 

P7, 31, M 

Well, it’s just things like groundwater pollution due to toxic materials that seep 
through the soil. And I know from some friends who are soil scientists that pollution 
has to become really, really horrific before it actually seeps through the soil into the 
groundwater. So, that for one is a big thing. This plastic obsession is just because, you 
know, all this plastic contamination that is everywhere is basically going to kill us 
before anything else does so that is also a thing. 

P10a, 38, F 

P14: Yeah, personally, I find it important, simply because, if you think about all the 
general waste altogether, which is ditched somewhere into a landfill or whatever, I 
find it a little bit… I find it horribly disgusting. 
R: So, the general waste is landfilled, you say? 
P14: I think so. Without knowing it. 
R: What’s the problem with overflowing landfills?  
P14: I can just imagine that we don’t have all the space in the world. You know, as a 
kid, growing up in the East, in the Austfirðir, then, regularly, they put it on fire.  
R: The waste was burned? 
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P14: Yeah. And thinking about it today, oj bara! And that was tires, that was 
everything, they just burned everything. It was small towns, you have maybe 800 
people living in the town, and they were doing that. […] And there was a horrible 
smell there when they were burning it. I don’t know, I actually find it weird that I 
remember things like this. That’s probably not good for the environment either, if you 
just smoke everything up. 

P14, 38, F 

Furthermore, contemplations about nature and the environment also led one participant to 
take up home composting, allowing her to return valuable nutrients from food leftovers to 
the soil. 

I have a little cottage in the countryside, and I started to think about the environment 
a lot more when we were putting down trees and doing all this crazy stuff. And we 
really always needed soil, and that kind of stuff. ‘Cause I am always putting some 
vegetables in the garden as well, and, you know, I just thought about the circulation 
of life. I just started to think about that a lot more, when I dug my hands into the soil, 
you know. 

P1, 35, F 

However, not knowing about the extent of present and past impact of humans on Earth, and 
what this will mean for the quality of life for future generations, made some participants 
become utterly reflective about their own individual responsibility in the bigger picture, and 
what role small acts such as waste sorting could do for improving the current situation.  

P11: That’s just like… not fucking the planet up, like trying to reduce it minute by 
minute or something like that. And just by doing it, I think, you are more conscious. 
And if you are trying to be aware of like, what you’re buying, and what you’re throwing 
away, talking about it, you’re just spreading some lessons, or like ways of living, I 
think. Try to do something good, and be respectful of the Earth. 
R: Why do you think that is important? 
P11: Because you’re now really seeing what is happening because of what mankind 
is doing. And though it’s not the solution, the neon bright signs, it’s still something, 
it’s just changing, it’s apparent that the way we are living is not sustainable and good. 
And if you don’t try to change it, like as persons and as nations, then it’s… yeah, I 
don’t know. I mean, I am pregnant now. And I’m like, “Fuck” How will…?”  I have 
like these panic attacks. “What will the world be like when my child is at my age?” 
R: So, you’re thinking about the future and your own offspring? 
P11: Yeah, and I’m like “Am I a bad person to bring this child into the world?” No, 
of course not, but still.  

P11, 27, F 

Similarly, fear about the state of the world was sometimes reported to be a driving force of 
taking a stance on household waste management: 

I think, it’s fear, maybe. I mean, most of the things we do is because of fear. I think we 
are just ruining the planet. And I used to be a vegan as well ‘cause I was so obsessed 
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about this. I am mostly vegetarian now. And, yes, I am just really afraid that we are 
ruining the planet and using up all the resources we have. 

P1, 35, F 

Still, despite an overall awareness of the link between waste and the environment, not all of 
the study participants had an understanding of the environmental considerations underlying 
the introduction of household waste sorting schemes. 

We were just being told to do it and didn’t think about it. I haven’t thought about it. 
Except now, you hear a lot talking about it, that plastic is just everywhere, in the sea, 
and… that maybe makes you think a little bit. But, still, not really. It hasn’t really 
entered our mind very deeply. 

P12a/b, 59/66, F/M 

In this case, the lack of environmental awareness also went hand in hand with a lack of 
interest in waste sorting, and, accordingly, a lack of participation extending beyond 
mandatory minimums. However, the interview with another study participant revealed that 
a paucity of information about the environmental implication of insufficient waste 
management did not necessarily have to be accompanied by refraining from sorting: 

Well, I do it because I think, it is good for the environment. Even though I don’t know, 
how. I just know, that it’s good for the Earth, so I do my part. 

P13, 21, M 

Sense of Moral Obligation 
Along with a general sense of the environmental and resource implications of poor waste 
management across interviewee accounts, several participants explicitly stated how 
important it was for them to take part in tackling the problems created by human activity, 
namely by carefully looking after the Earth and its resources. In other words, their behavior 
was instilled with a sense of ethics, with participation in waste sorting believed to represent 
an act of moral rightness and obligation.  

R: Why is it important for you to sort your household waste? 
P5: I think, it is important for me because that is my input, or work I can put into, I 
guess, helping the planet. I mean, this is the waste that my life is creating here, and I 
feel like it´s my responsibility, but at least do my very best to allocate it to the 
appropriate containers. That’s the least I can do. So, it won’t become pollution. 
R: Why is it important for you to help the planet? And what is the role of waste sorting 
play in trying to achieve that? 
P5: Because I don’t think the planet was made for me to live on it. I don’t wanna take 
for granted that I’m here and my waste is just something that has to happen. I feel like, 
it’s a privilege to live here and I get to eat great food and use good clothing, but, then 
why is it not my responsibility to get rid of it responsibly? I feel like that is my 
responsibility.  

P5, 23, F 
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Because of the environment. Because we are obliged to. It is our duty to deliver the 
Earth not worse to our next generations. We must think about the next generations. Is 
it going to be possible for them to live on Earth? 

P8, 76, M 

I really believe in the fact that what we leave behind is something that the next 
generation picks up. So, I really believe in the bigger picture. Even though it’s really 
just me and I know I am just a drop in the ocean when it comes to this. But I still don’t 
wanna get discouraged by that and I still try to imagine that whatever small things I 
am doing will impact in the big sense. So, I think that motivates like… what if my 
cousins or whatever, you know, what they will have in fifty years or whatever, when I 
am gone, in a hundred years. So, I think that’s what motivates me, I guess. The planet. 

P3, 25, F 

I mean, there are only so many things that an individual can actually do. And this is 
one of them. So, that’s definitely something that one should consider. 

P10a, 38, F 

4.2.3 Infrastructure and Storage Space 

Concern about the environment and future generations notwithstanding, but participation in 
systematic waste sorting requires one thing in the first place, which is an adequate collection 
infrastructure. Participant accounts revealed that availability of and access to curbside and 
bring site collection facilities, in addition to enough storage space were crucial in 
determining participation rates.  

Access to Curbside Collection Services  
All participants’ accounts suggested that, when available and accessible, curbside collection 
facilities for recyclables were also made use of, regardless of whether the decision for the 
service was made by the owner of the house or the residents’ association (húsfélag). 
Moreover, the existence of and access to curbside collection schemes even seemed to 
contribute to the occurrence of waste sorting without deliberate thought. 

And it’s just a routine, I think. It’s just become three trash cans, and one for bin for 
soda cans. And, it’s just like making your porridge in the morning, and coffee – this 
goes there, this goes there, and then you take it out when it’s full. 

P11, 27, F 

Paper and cardboard were the only materials that everybody reported to sort separately, 
given that all study participants had access to either a bin for paper and cardboard, or a bin 
for various types of recyclables. The participant accounts also revealed that paper and 
cardboard were in many instances not sorted separately prior to the introduction of the blue 
bin, despite the existence of bring site services. 

No, everything just went to the same barrel. Some things went to the grenndargámur 
but most only went just in the black bins. 

P9, 52, M 
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However, again, once collection services were introduced, they were also made use of, and 
even inspired some participants to consider sorting more than just paper and cardboard. 

I think, it depends a little bit on… Where I live, as soon as – I already did the paper 
thing – and then as soon as they got these bins downstairs, where you can also put 
plastic and you know, then I started. I just decided, now, now. I had been thinking 
about it. 

P4, 55, F 

P11: Before I left and started to live on my own, they had started to… I think, paper, 
they started with paper, and put that aside. But I don’t remember if we had a specific 
bin for it in Kópavogur. But it got a lot better when the town provided every household 
with– 
R: –the blue bin? 
P11: Já. But they have one bin for both plastic and paper in Kópavogur. Which led to 
that my mum started with plastic as well. 
P11, 27, F 
If we had the plastic bin in my building, people would use it more. Definitely. But we 
drive it some blocks away to find the next plastic recycling area, the grenndarstöð. 

P7, 31, M 

In addition, it was also perceived as being helpful with preventing the accumulation of 
unsorted waste. 

Well, not just only in the bins outside, it’s just inside your home, it’s less in the bin. 
P9, 52, M 

[T]here is a group for this neighborhood here and somebody was – I think it was last 
year – somebody was complaining that the city of Reykjavík didn’t come and collect 
the trash. Because they extended the period in between when they come and collect the 
trash from the regular black trash bins. And he said, “Well, we do sort out cans and 
newspapers,” or something. And I was very quick to reply and I said, “You know, take 
out the plastic, get a plastic bin, and you won’t have to worry, you can probably 
downsize to a half bin because that’s like the majority of your trash.” And, I think, they 
actually did and they haven’t complained since. 

P10a, 38, F 

On the other hand, materials other than paper, cardboard and plastic, were not always sorted 
separately from the general waste if only bring site services, for example, in the form of 
neighborhood drop-off containers (grenndargámar). 

P11: Yes, [glass] jars, exactly. I used to clean them and keep them. And then I had a 
cabin full of them and used just like 3 or 4. So, because we are moving, they just went 
to the regular trash. But, I know, we could have put it in a bag and went to the 
grenndarstöð. Yeah, so, I think, it kind of limits what they do, limits to like– 
R: – what is provided by the municipalities? 
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P11: Yes. 
P11, 27, F 

In addition to that, food leftovers and other biodegradable kitchen waste was, according to 
most participant accounts, usually not sorted separately in the absence of curbside and bring 
site collection services. 

P5: I mean, they are biodegradable. So, I would put them in organic, but I can’t, so it 
will go to normal waste. [The system] doesn’t allow me to fully utilize the pros of what 
this allows me to do. Also, bamboo tooth brushes. Where are you gonna put them? 
They are biodegradable– 
R: It doesn’t really seem to be very well thought out. 
P5: No. I mean, it’s better than plastic but its’s so annoying that we are doing this, 
and then when you have organic, biodegradable waste, you don’t have a bin for that. 
R: Did you ever think about establishing your own compost? 
P5: I have thought about it, and when I get my own housing, I am gonna do it. But now 
I live on the fourth floor in a small apartment, so, no. […] I mean, I do try my very 
hardest in all of this, but there are limits to what I nenni, and that is it. In my apartment, 
I haven’t gotten that much interest in it right now, especially when I am alone and the 
waste is so little. […] There are limits to what the individual – I mean, when I’m talking 
about – I’ve been on the radio talking about my plastic Bachelor thesis, telling that 
the individuals matter, that what we do matters. Not just the industry or the 
government. But there are still limits to how much work we can put into our personal 
lives, what we do, and then nothing else comes. I want SORPA to have organic food 
recycling because not everybody is gonna recycle the food indoors, or on the balcony 
or in the garden. They need to figure it out. But I am gonna reduce my waste as much 
as I can. But what I can’t, like my bananas peels, I want them to take them. And use it 
for something else. 

P5, 23, F 

Besides the lack of sorting schemes for organic waste in the capital area, participant accounts 
suggested that the availability of curbside collection services for household waste was 
usually attributable to the participants’ individual housing situation. For example, 
participants that lived in apartment buildings with a high number of tenants had only very 
limited power to bring about any major changes of the system in place, especially if the 
owner of the building did not approve of them, or if the majority of the residents’ association 
voted against it. 

[B]ecause we lived in a place where that really wasn’t an option, with so many 
compartments. It would have been quite hard to get it approved. But we are few people 
and you could really just do it. If the other ones would agree to. But sometimes, yes, I 
think that is something that an individual would easily do, but we are not all in the 
position to do it. For instance, if I raise this in the next meeting, if the other ones say 
no, I really just have to live with it. 

P2, 40, M 
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On the other hand, when the house was shared between fewer units, the likelihood that 
individual requests for a more diversified collection system was considered seemed to be 
higher. 

And it was kind of nice because we are just renting, and I talked to one of the guys in 
the house, and said, “Oh!” – because when we moved in, it was only paper and general 
– and I was like, “Oh, it would maybe be nice to get plastic as well.” Just mentioned 
it like, “Yeah, would be nice” and then he apparently just like – ‘cause he is not really 
that friendly – but he like did something about it. So, next month we had a green bin. 

P11, 27, F 

Similarly, owning the house they were living in allowed other participants to decide on the 
form of the waste collection infrastructure themselves, and, thus, to engage in sorting of 
different fractions of household waste on the curbside. 

But we are the owners, so we set the rules. So, our rules are: Everyone recycles. 
Everything. And if you don’t want to do that, you can live somewhere else. Basically.  

P10a, 38, F 

In general, participant accounts suggested that the more units there were in a house, the more 
likely it was that difficulties were to arise, both when it came to decisions pertaining to what 
types of curbside collection should be made use of, as well as with regards to the functioning 
of the system in place.  

You know, when a lot of people are together with one thing, then nobody takes 
responsibility because you can just throw it away and look the other direction. But if 
it’s really traceable to you, then you are more concerned of how you behave on a mass 
scale. So, for example, I just say this because my mum was renting an apartment in 
one of these big blocks and, of course, people are moving in for the first time, buying 
these big TVs and big whatever with this white thing that protects the plastic things, 
the huge stuff. And even though it says on the rubbish bin, do not put wraps of big stuff 
into the bin, because nobody was watching, they still did it and filled up the bins with 
it. 

P14, 38, F 

Furthermore, the accounts also revealed that, even though all participants stated making use 
of existing curbside collection systems for recyclables, this did not necessarily translate into 
the use of these systems by other tenants in the house as well.  

And they are just so lazy and so irresponsible that we are having very big problems. 
SORPA has refused to take our trash away four times. We had to pay them extra. […] 
They put the pizza boxes into the normal waste, and the cardboard from the beer cans. 
They put the skilagjaldsumbúðir – the cans and the plastic bottles – in a bag and put 
them on the floor. 

P5, 23, F 

In this case, the decision to use the available collection facilities for recyclable paper and 
cardboard also seemed to have been further complicated by the fact that the associated 
containers were positioned in a location different from those for unsorted waste. 
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Furthermore, the incident also illustrates what can happen when the collection company 
refuses to collect the waste due to improper sorting on part of the users. Although the 
responsible tenants were rebuked for their disregard of the rules, at the end of the day, it was 
not them, but the residents’ association who had to sort it out, in the most literal sense.  

Other than improper sorting, the actual functioning of curbside collection schemes were 
sometimes also perceived to be compromised by the long collection intervals. 

Especially, the paper bin. 21 days between – that’s too much. It’s okay if you live in a 
bungalow. But when you live in a two, maybe three, four-house-building, you have to 
collect it more often. Green barrel always is… I think, it’s different, I think, the plastic 
[…] you can push it further down. And we are usually... It takes about maybe 3 or 4 
days until the blue barrel is full. So, we have to wait 17 days. 

P9, 52, M 

However, for the most part, the impossibility of placing any additional materials into the 
bins did not lead to that they were disposed of unsorted.  

R: Has it ever happened that the bins were full before being picked up? 
P7: Yes. Usually the paper bins are overflowing of paper. It’s just piling up and people 
just put their… yeah, people are slobs. They put it just all over, so it’s overflowing. 
R: What did you do in these kinds of situations, when the bins were already full and 
there was no way to put more? 
P7: Then, I would just take it to the next grenndarstöð because either way I would 
have to go there with the plastic. So, I just make a trip out of it. 

P7, 31, M 

I just went back upstairs with my paper […] so, I thought like it must be a matter of 
one or two days. So, I just wait. 

P11, 27, F 

Storage Space  
Another aspect that repeatedly came up in the participants’ accounts was storage space. For 
example, lack of space was often a reason for why no additional curbside bins for materials 
other than paper and cardboard being were in place. 

We don’t really have the space for it. We would have to have one general bin less to 
have space for it. It’s really that. I mean, it is cheap. […] People are not ready for 
that. They are really paranoid. “What if…? What if…? What if it gets full? One is not 
enough.” Or something.  

P2, 40, M 

P12a: Well, even if it would be possible, the space at our place doesn’t allow for that. 
But if it would be in place, then I would use it. 
P12b: Yes, exactly. But the storage space here is really limited. 
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R: So, you say, there is simply no space for it? 
P12a/b: No. 
P12a: There is just so much space for these black and blue ones. Búið. 

P12a/b, 59/66, F/M 

Also, in absence of a garden, only few participants engaged or were able to engage in home 
composting. 

So, I really hope it will work, ‘cause I love this composting idea, ‘cause we have a 
huge garden and we have such big trees that shed a lot of leaves and I am putting that 
also in the bin. Instead of – they used to just put it into the trash, like the regular trash, 
like the leaves and stuff. And that is just like ridiculous to me. ‘Cause the soil, if it 
works- 

P1, 35, F 

Furthermore, lack of communal space was also reported to influence the number of bins 
available for sorting paper and cardboard. At the same time, this did not necessarily pose a 
barrier to sorting because bring site collection would be used instead. 

I really didn’t push it because if I have to go to a collection point anyway… because 
we only have one blue bin for six households. It’s not enough. 

P2, 40, M 

However, the lack of space in combination with the associated absence of curbside collection 
services was perceived as crucial for some participants’ participation, or non-participation, 
in waste sorting, even more so when accompanied by a perceived lack of space for storing 
abandoned materials within the apartment. 

P12b: No, I don’t know. I just don’t really know how to have such a waste sorting 
system in place here inside. There is nothing – 
R: Would there be space up here in the kitchen for that? 
P12b: No. The cupboards are not made for that stuff. 
P12a: No, indeed.  
P12b: Unless we would have some sort of pots or bins to put it in. That is certainly 
possible. It is just the space. Should we just have it outside on the balcony? 
R: Where is the bag in which you collect the paper in? 
P12a: Look. [Stands up and collects the bag from another room.] 
P12b: It’s just somewhere in the middle of everything. 
R: Wouldn’t it be possible to just add – 
P12b: No. We just have it like this. And when it’s full or things are falling out, we just 
bring it down to the containers. 

P12a/b, 59/66, F/M 
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On the other hand, the perceived lack of space did not necessarily compromise the separate 
collection of items and materials low in number and volume.   

I had like a little mini trash can just in my room. There would go all kinds of non-food 
items, like socks with holes in it and stuff, and as soon as it piles up, it could be an old 
charger, batteries, and all that stuff. And then, again, also, because it’s just me. It 
would take a lot of time to pile up. So, I would just have it just under the bed or 
whatever, and I would just put it in there. And when it would be full, I would again just 
take it to SORPA and just walk around with a little can and just throw one and one 
thing in. […] Just because I can put it all together until I can sort it. I don’t think I 
would if I would have to store it separately while I wait, but because I can put it all – 
two batteries here, one sock here, and all that kind of stuff. So, I try to, yes.  

P3, 25, F 

However, despite the effort to divert certain items and materials from the general waste bin, 
participant accounts also revealed that this did not necessarily translate into the passing on 
to appropriate drop-off stations.  

And I am moving now, and now I am just finding all these little things I put everywhere 
like, “Oh, this chord was ruined, that’s right”, and I am like putting it all in that little 
box now, so. […] And the cans I just take to the car. Cause I have a huge car, so it’s 
a big trunk. So, it’s easy. And the glass sometimes moves there as well. Like all the 
stuff: If it’s filled in my room, I just put it next to the other bag in my car. 

P3, 25, F 

We had 4 broken iPhones in one – we have one drawer that is full of plugs that we 
don’t know what are for and what are not for, and phones and everything. And we 
don’t put it in the trash, we just put it in this messy drawer and my boyfriend went the 
other with a bag full of electronics and stuff like that and disposed of it. 

P11, 27, F 

Distance to and Design of Drop-off Stations 
As already indicated above, drop-off stations were used in various circumstances, such as 
when there was no curbside collection in place, when their capacity was exceeded, or due to 
a combination of both. What is more, many of the interviewee accounts suggested that the 
need to make use of the neighborhood drop-off stations was not perceived as requiring any 
additional effort or time when the participants had access to a car. This was especially true 
when they passed by the neighborhood containers during their daily routines anyways. 

But when we are driving through, we just get rid of this. So, it’s not a problem. 
P9, 52, M 

But I really just do it á leiðinni. When I am doing something else, I just do it also. I 
really seldom just go specifically to go there. […] I really like that it’s easy. It’s no 
bother, I mean, I have two collecting points not far from my home. 

P2, 40, M 
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However, when no car was available, some participants struggled to make use of available 
bring site services, especially when the distance to the drop-off stations was perceived as 
being too great. 

It’s pretty far. It will take me like 10 minutes, 10 to 15 minutes, to walk over there, and 
you can’t really do it without a car. So, my mother doesn’t have a car, and she lives in 
the neighborhood, and she asked me to take her trash for her ‘cause she can’t do it. 

P1, 35, F 

But from here, the closest one is Kjarvalsstaðir, which is a 7-minutes-walk and I just 
don’t bother. It’s like out of my walking range. 

P11, 27, F 

At the same time, the participant acknowledged how convenient it was for her to be provided 
with access to curbside collection of other materials, which, in turn, was an important reason 
for her to make use thereof.  

You are a mindless consumer. It’s just nice. I have more… I don’t have to walk to this 
communal [drop-off station]. 

P11, 27, F 

In addition to that, some participants indicated that they were not impressed with the design 
and condition of the drop-off facilities.  

The grenndargámar are great. I mean, except those tiny holes are quite tiny. Once I 
had a bag of plastics, because we didn’t have anything at the house. No bins. And it 
took me like 10 minutes to take everything out of the bag to put into the plastic 
container. I know, there is definitely barriers just alone in that. Because people won’t 
have the time to stop for ten minutes and take everything out of the bag. 

P3, 25, F 

They are close enough to my house and everything. But I have a critique for the size 
of the hole for material to get into the bins. It’s quite difficult to have maybe a tray of 
plastic and not be able to shove it into this little hole. […] I mean, it should be kind of 
like the textile thing. You just put the plastic bag into it and then you shove it and it 
just takes it. So, the design of the dumpster is not good. It should be redesigned. 

 P7, 31, M 

I don’t think, it’s disorganized. I think, they may clean it more often, around them. 
P9, 52, M 

However, it is worth noting that the discontent with the facilities did not prevent the 
participants in question from using them. On the other hand, drop-off stations were not 
necessarily made use of when curbside services for different recyclables were in place. 

R: Have you ever heard of the grenndargámar? 
P13: Ehm, no. What? 
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R: The neighborhood drop-off stations. 
P13: Oh, I’ve seen them. I’ve seen the neighborhood drop-off stations. 
R: Where did you see them? 
P13: Close to the student housing, actually, when I think about it, there are a few bins. 
I haven’t checked it out, but I think, it’s at least plastic, paper and – 
R: So, there is an option to drop off certain materials yourself? 
P13: Yeah, there is an option. I just forgot about it. Because we are already sorting in 
my house. 

P13, 21, M 

Yes, it is very close to my house. I don’t use it so much now after the containers from 
Gámaþjónustan came. We used to do it, when we started like twenty years ago with 
the paper, we went to these places. And we used to live in Stúdentagarðar, and there 
was just one outside the building. So, I think, also that helped us to be able to do it, 
probably, because we didn’t have to take it in the car. Just put it out there. That was 
very good. 

P4, 55, F 

In other cases, the drop-off stations in the neighborhood were only used for very specific 
types of items, such as daily newspapers. 

I know about them. Before I got my own paper, I used to know, where it was, and 
maybe took the Fréttablaðið – you know, because you get the Fréttablaðið every day 
– like something like that, put it in the back of the car and then, when there was like a 
lot of them, I took it and emptied it there out. But, I think, that was probably the only 
– I did never do it with the milk containers. 

P14, 38, F 

If it’s newspaper or things like that. Something that accumulated over a period of time. 
P6, 52, M 

In addition to the existence of curbside facilities for certain materials, the use of drop-off 
station in the neighborhood was often compromised by participants’ preference for the 
bigger SORPA centers. This, as well, could be attributed to various reasons, one of them 
being the willingness to sort not only a few but all recoverable materials and items. 

Yeah. So, I mean, we just want all of our metals to go into recycling. So, we take them, 
because we are going there anyway with glass and other kinds of things. 

P10b, 46, M 

Although generally well received, SORPA’s recycling centers, more specifically their 
location, was met with some reservations. 

P10a: And it just so happens that you can actually quite easily bike with a trailer on 
your bike to Grandi. But that’s not the case for a lot of the other ones. So, like the one 



57 

that’s in Dalvegur, that is SORPA too, right? Even though that’s Kópavogur. I don’t 
see how anyone would ride a bike with a trailer to that location to sort out their trash. 
P10b: Maybe the one in Sævarhöfði because we have a bike path from Grafarvogur. 
P10a: But you have to be very determined to do that and we know that not everyone 
is. A lot of people are simply doing things if they are convenient. And then you have to 
make it convenient. 

P10a/b, 38/46, F/M 

Besides the notion that access to the individual SORPA centers was likely to deter people 
without a car from using them, even the very concept of the centers being used by both 
households and business turned out to be a point of criticism. 

And I think, also, they should also have – I came across it in Norway – I think, a lot of 
people don’t wanna go to SORPA because it’s the same for industrial workers and 
companies, and for all people, or individuals, coming from their home. You shouldn’t 
have to go with one plastic bag of skilagjaldsumbúðir or a pair of socks to the Red 
Cross, and then there is someone getting rid of hazardous chemicals because he is a 
painter or an electrician or something. I think, many people shy away from it. Old 
people, or disabled people, they don’t wanna go into the mass of the noise, it’s just 
fráhrindandi. It’s unappealing. There should be smaller SORPA units, and, I found that 
in Norway – I think, it was an old stable – it was one worker, and we were the only 
people there, and there was just one stable for – and maybe 40 different categories. 
We just had a blender, one blender that was destroyed, and we had to get rid of it, and 
they had one stable for electronics. If you wanna get rid of your iPhone, why should 
you go to SORPA? I think, some people are just like, “I will just put it into the trash, 
it doesn’t matter.”  

P5, 23, F 

So, I feel like, either, they have to make sure that everyone has access to the larger 
sorting stations or make grenndargámar more readily available. And more sorts of 
things. So, maybe like a manned, smaller recycling station in every neighborhood, 
rather than the big ones. I am not asking to have timber and painted timber and 
porcelain or electronics or something, you know, the large things, but, I am saying, 
metals and textiles and electronics and paper and plastic and things like that. The 
things that most homes … I mean, most homes, or most people, aren’t tearing down 
their houses, like we did, and have tons of timber to get rid of. But everyone has these 
sort of 4 or 5 categories of waste that they keep. Then, access is probably very 
important. 

P10a, 38, F 

Although, in these instances, it did not prevent the participant from making use of SORPA’s 
services, similar considerations came up in other accounts. For example, one participant 
mentioned explicit feelings of discomfort when visiting SORPA. 

But I am really shy. So, I get timid when I have to go to SORPA. I think, I am really 
small, like just a woman who is taking the trash out, I don’t know. And they are like 
big guys, I don’t know, I get really timid. […] And I get really confused sometimes 
when I am in the parking lot there, just like where to put everything. And I think it’s 
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really hard for me to always like ask about everything ‘cause I just want to know these 
things. I don’t know. So, there should be better information, I guess. I don’t know. […] 
I mean, they are nice enough, It’s not that. I don’t know. I just feel like I am doing 
something wrong all the time. 

P1, 35, F 

All of these factors combined, i.e. the availability of curbside collection services, space 
inside and outside the house to collect different waste fractions, as well as the distance to 
drop-off stations along with the general attitude towards bring site services, played a role in 
influencing the extent of people’s sorting behaviors. 

4.2.4 “Nenna því ekki” – Personal Initiative and (Dis)Comfort 

As indicated above, whether or not waste was sorted in the absence of curbside collection 
was in many instances dependent on access to a car, as this facilitated the use of the 
neighborhood drop-off stations or the bigger recycling centers. However, even when 
available, the decision to make use of sorting facilities often seemed to be compromised by 
a lack of personal initiative and the discomfort associated with sorting certain items and 
materials prior to collection. 

P12a: I would have never done it just by myself. But if we would be told, “Now you 
have to put that separately”, just as with the paper, then I would probably do it.  
R: But there is no more space now, you say, and no one came up with the suggestion 
so far to add a bin for plastics as well? 
P12a: No. And then it would also take extra much time for yourself to rinse everything, 
collect somewhere and then bring it all out at some point. Weekly or twice a month or 
something. 
P12b: It’s just difficult. Where should we collect all these things in the apartment? 

P12a/b, 59/66, F/M 

The likelihood for food or drink packaging to be sorted separately seemed to be especially 
low if there were still considerable amounts of leftovers in the containers, further indicating 
the effort associated with removing food and drink residues.  

It’s like, “Oh, I don’t wanna clean this, there’s too much food in this plastic container. 
I’ll just throw this here.” And my boyfriend is like, “You have to clean this! Why are 
you doing this?” – “Sorry.” 

P11, 27, F 

But there are, of course, things that are, like you say, sometimes I am not really too 
sure. And I can honestly say, there are things, for example, súrmjólk, which you cannot 
empty completely. And with a big household like that, when you’re sometimes running 
out of time, then, I can say, sometimes I can take the súrmjólk thing and put it in the 
general because, “Ah, shit, I don’t have time!” 

P14, 38, F 
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While it is not hard to understand the underlying reasons for why a mother of six children 
would struggle to be fully compliant with regard to household waste management, effort and 
discomfort were perceived as much less of a barrier for participants who lived alone, 
especially when access to curbside collection services were available.  

No, it just takes a few more seconds to put it in the bins. You may think, oh, it’s a bit 
annoying having to do that. But then you think, wow, it took me 2 more seconds to rip 
the paper from the plastic. It’s not much effort. 

P13, 21, M 

However, in the absence of information on how to treat a given item or material, personal 
initiative could be outplayed by convenience.  

Well, I try to ask people if I know they know more about this then I do, but otherwise, I think 
about it. And if I can’t figure it out, I just put it into the grey bin. 

P13, 21, M 

In general, participant accounts revealed that material complexity did not negatively 
influence the effort devoted to sorting when waste sorting behavior was already adopted.   

I take them apart. Take the plastic away. Take the aluminum foil away. If the packaging 
is with paper, I take that away. So, I sort everything individually. […] Yes, like 
Pringles. I hate Pringles. Oh my God. It’s so difficult. I take the plastic off. I can take 
the lid off. Then I take scissors and I try to cut the bottom away. […] It’s metal. And I 
throw that away. And I recycle the paper. It’s awful. I don’t buy Pringles that often, 
but when I do – […] In the long run it’s worth it, of course. 

P7, 31, M 

No, sometimes it’s weird stuff, like, maybe, eye shadow, but, no I haven’t looked yet, 
because I hadn’t had to. But now I am starting to need to. It’s often so confusing, like 
there is metal in the plastic and some wood. I tried to scrape off – you never finish it 
like 100%, or I don’t – sometimes it’s just too old. So, I have the materials, and then I 
have the plastic and the metal and maybe glass and maybe wood. I tried to pick it apart 
– I couldn’t. So, that’s the hardest thing. 

P5, 23, F 

The most horrible thing you can have, you know, the recycling nightmare is kids’ toys. 
That are made out of a plastic and paper and then there is paint, something, and maybe 
a wood thing, and then the packaging is plastic and some aluminum things. And it’s 
all sort of screwed together and that’s really the, I feel, nightmare. […] Well, we 
always take batteries out. I mean, that is just a really common thing. We never threw 
batteries in the regular trash. No, but we’ve actually smashed things and tried to pick 
out the parts that … to make sure that, you know, we put the plastic in the plastic and 
… We are a little bit extreme in some cases, I guess. 

P10a, 38, F 
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However, in addition to reflections about their own behavioral patterns, several participants 
stated to have observed a strong tendency among their friends and family towards disposing 
of unemptied food packaging into the general bin.  

I tell my parents off sometimes because they have maybe a full can of skyr, which has 
gone bad, and it’s in plastic, but they just put it in the normal waste. And I tell them 
off, because they are supposed to rinse it off and put it into the plastic bin. And they 
are just, “Oh, I am sorry, I usually do so well.” 

P5, 23, F 

I mean, so, it’s not like I am moving in a way, but if it’s on top. And that’s also about food 
waste. If they have a skyr and it’s two days past the day, I see it in the trash, and I’m like, 
“Can you just put it in my shelf”, like, I can eat a closed skyr with two days past its out-day. 
So, that means also that all the brown bananas go to me, and I put them in my smoothie, so 
I always freeze them. And all the skyr that they haven’t opened and which is perfectly fine, I 
always just put it in my shelf. So, it’s the little things. And I mean, I am just telling them 
“Your trash just piles up slower if you give me all that food.” 

P3, 25, F 

For example, if I am having a yoghurt, I just rinse the yogurt box because I know it’s 
okay, if you rinse it, you can put it into the recycling. That’s something, not everyone 
is aware of I think. They only sort the plastic bags and umbúðir, but not, if it´s food, 
then they just put it into the waste. I noticed that one day. And I was eating something 
and I just rinsed it and put into the plastic bin. So, I was thinking, they don’t realize 
maybe – I have to, I forgot to talk about it to them. Because there is probably a lot of 
people who are trying but don’t know that they can really recycle most plastic by just 
washing it or rinsing it, you know. So that may be a thing, they could do more of. 

P4, 55, F 

However, discomfort and laziness, several other participant accounts suggested, were 
sometimes separated by a fine line only. 

R: So, you find it just too difficult at the moment to engage in sorting? 
P12a: No, it is – as I said – it is just laziness. For me, at least.  
P12b: Yes. It’s maybe also laziness. It’s also that.  
P12a: I mean, we are often going up to Spöng. 

P12a/b, 59/66, F/M 

P11: And we have some fluids that are like cleaning fluids and stuff like that, that we 
are not using anymore. The last tenants left like a bottle of bensín or something like 
that. And I’m like “Okay, I have to get rid of this.” And I was gonna, because I saw 
SORPA had this really good concept of Eiturefnabíllinn which drove around these 
grenndarstöðvar. And I had like taken – I am so, so bad of a person – and I collected 
everything that this car would have accepted. And then, I didn’t go. 
R:  Why did you not go? 
P11: I don’t even know. I think, it wasn’t a bad, just wasn’t the perfect timing. It was– 



61 

R: – inconvenient? 
P11: Yeah, but still, I could have got out. 

P11, 27, F 

And I think, basically, it is laziness to not do this. Because if you think about it, not 
only in Reykjavík, but if you think Reykjavík, Kópavogur, Hafnarfjörður, that you don’t 
have the excuse, because the distance to take the waste to isn’t that far, to the next 
station. I am not talking about just the grenndargámar, just talking about SORPA. 
They are very well spread out. So, it’s always not a long way to go to get rid of it. 
Which is what you need to do. 

P9, 52, M 

Besides a general lack of effort towards sorting, several participant accounts revealed that 
waste, and its management, were perceived as something many people were simply not 
willing to assume responsibility for. 

It’s my feeling that nobody cares, and they don’t know. They don’t think further than 
taking this, and then it goes into the trash. I don’t wanna say that nobody cares about 
the environment, but I feel like there is not a lot of effort people want to put into it. 
Everyone has so busy lives. There is so much pressure coming from everywhere else, 
that this shouldn’t be their problems. This is the problem of the industry and the 
government. I need an English word for the great Icelandic word – they don’t nenn- 
it, nenna því ekki. They don’t wanna think about it.  

P5, 23, F 

Refraining from taking responsibility for waste management was also frequently related to 
the unwillingness to change established patterns and daily routines. 

R: Do you think it would reach people to talk about the impact of plastic in the 
environment and what it means to just put everything into the general trash?  
P2: I really find it hard to imagine that there is a single living soul in Iceland who 
doesn’t know it. I think, all the environmental aspects, I think, really all people know. 
It’s just a question about doing something, And it’s really there that … 
R: The effort? 
P2: Yeah, the effort of doing something. 
R: Because it’s convenient to just… 
P2: … and old habits. And we are, as a species, we are very prone to justify things. If 
somebody lives alone, he is just like “Ah, that’s not so much for me.” Like I did with 
the wax candle, it’s not so much volume. But if everyone thinks like that, then it adds 
up very easily. 

P2, 40, M 

And maybe the older people, they could be taught better. […] They are like, I don’t 
know, the attitude to it. Putting it into a new routine. I think, for Icelanders, it’s like… 
could be hard for some. 
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P7, 31, M 

Some participants also noted how easily that sort of fear of change could turn into frustration 
and anger, hinting at the general difficulties associated with trying to alter the established 
and cherished system. 

P6: [The] idea of the individual in the society is that “As long as it’s not in my house, 
it’s outside of my personal domain. It’s not my concern.” And as soon as somebody 
comes into your domain and tells you to do something, everybody gets very frustrated 
and angry about it. And that happened with Jón Gnarr, when he was mayor of 
Reykjavík. And he asked everybody to move their bins closer to the curbside, so that it 
would be easier to pick them up. Everybody got so frustrated and angry about it. 
R: People were too comfortable? 
P6: Yeah. And he just wanted to make it easier for the company, or the guys who were 
picking them up. […] Because people have been brought up and educated and gotten 
accustomed to certain things. It was part of the routine. And, when changes come, it’s 
so difficult to get people to change. […] And it was because it was him, it was the 
mayor, it just frustrated a lot of people. Because he had an idea of trying to change 
the society, But the society didn’t wanna change. 

P6, 52, M 

4.2.5 Consumer Culture 

Another recurrent pattern in participant accounts closely related to the convenience of 
unsorted waste disposal was the interplay of two rather diverging lifestyle choices: 
consumerism and reductionism.  

Consumerism  

Several study participants attributed the tendency towards disposing of, rather than sorting 
or re-using materials and items, to the changing consumption patterns accompanying the 
diversification and growth of the Icelandic economy towards the end of the twentieth 
century. 

I guess, in the 90s a lot happened. […] We were introduced to larger stores, more 
stores with cheap furniture and merchandise. I remember when Ikea came to Iceland, 
and then, not very long after that, Rúmfatalagerinn started selling furniture, things 
like that. Up until then, if you wanted to buy a shelving unit, it would always cost a lot, 
because you would buy them at a furniture store. […] And when I was a kid – I was 
like 8 or 6 or 7, I don’t know – I was starting school. I got a bed and a desk into my 
room. And that was just a major financial thing, investment, to do. But now, you know, 
it’s more that people can buy two sets of beds. If you don’t like the shelving unit, you 
can get a new one, and it’s not a huge financial investment. 

P10a, 38, F 

But here, it’s easiest to go to Ikea, and it’s mostly… it’s cheaper. It’s cheaper than 
Góði hirðirinn. That’s so weird. 

P1, 35, F 
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But along with higher consumption rates, participants noted, also came higher amounts of 
waste being generated.  

For me, it’s just, there is so much waste, I mean, it’s just crazy. Modernity, I mean, 
today, people are just throwing everything away. Just to buy something new or to fulfill 
some emptiness or, I don’t know. Because, for the past 80 years, we’ve been moving 
so fast from creating something. We treasure, or we put something into it, and it’s so 
easy to buy something new. Because you’ve been told, it’s easy.  

P6, 52, M 

In addition to how convenient, i.e. cost-efficient, it has become for Icelandic consumers to 
replace and substitute items and materials, participants also observed a general lack of sense 
for the bigger picture of consumption choices. 

P14: It’s the same with the smokers. The reason for why they don’t quit smoking now 
today is that they don’t face the damage that it’s creating. It’s not until when you face 
the damage that you’re like, “Oh, I shouldn’t have.” 
R: Until it’s too late? 
P14: Yeah, and I think it’s a little bit the same with the environment. Thinking about 
Icelanders, for example, we are so spoiled, so spoiled. We have heat and green energy 
and water and like everything. […] It’s too nice. We don’t question, no matter – you 
just consume and consume and consume, throw away, throw away, and you never have 
to think about it. So, maybe if you would actually face the reality, how damaging it is, 
then maybe you would get more awakened or enlightened to it. 
R: But you don’t think that there is really that much focus put on? 
P14: I wish, it would. I just can say, looking at my kids, for example, when you are like 
the top of the mountain, like Icelanders are so much. We are so spoiled. And trying to 
talk to teenagers, for example, about it, telling them how good they have it on world 
scale, they don’t understand it. […] So, like being in Iceland, when you’re like 
everything is so far away, everything which you see in the news– 
R: Because it’s so sheltered, you mean? 
P14: You are kind of out of touch with reality. 

P14, 38, F 

Furthermore, the disconnect between local consumption and its global implications also 
caused some participants to question the mere legitimacy of the act of exporting waste that 
was generated and sorted within Iceland. 

P10b: But, I mean, I would really like if we had some [recycling] facilities here in 
Iceland, but I am not sure if it would be financially viable. 
R: Why do you find this desirable? 
P10a: “Out of sight, out of mind” mentality. 
P10b: Okay, I mean, maybe it’s possible that… There is actually no reason for it, but 
the idea of shipping it abroad, somehow, I find it a bit wasteful. But maybe those ships 



64 

are sailing there anyway, and they would just be empty if they didn’t have the paper. 
So, maybe it’s okay. 
R: You are thinking of the emissions generated through shipping? 
P10b: Yeah.  
P10a: And, also, I think that, so long as we are able to export all the waste, we will 
never start using less. The consumption won’t go down if we never run into the problem 
of what to do with the trash, basically. 
P10b: And there is also this idea, that the trash is just being taken away to some place 
else. And then, we don’t have to think about it. But then, it’s taken to somewhere, like 
the Third-World-countries, where this waste will cause problems for the people there. 
So, again, I mean, I don’t want to be causing problems to other people and if it turns 
out that the waste we are generating is causing problems, we would probably know 
more about it if it would be taken care of here in Iceland. So, that would mean, that 
we would probably change our patterns. 

P10a/b, 38/46, F/M 

Accordingly, the decision to take part in household waste management could in some cases 
be traced back to an anti-consumerist stance at material use. 

And, I mean, I had my doubts about it, also, of course, but it’s mostly fear-driven 
because I just don’t want to contribute to this state of life… like, this kind of waste 
living. I think, it’s nasty, actually. I think it’s really disgusting. And I’ve always hated 
it. And I’ve always tried to buy things that aren’t new. But if I buy them new, I try to 
make sure I really use it. 

P1, 35, F 

Re-use and Waste Minimization  

As indicated above, participants’ perceptions of waste and its management were sometimes 
aimed at being approached in wider consideration of material use and resource availability, 
including the effort to reduce and prevent waste from being generated in the first place. 
However, several participant accounts revealed that measures aiming at minimizing and 
preventing waste could also compromise the very act of waste sorting itself.  

P1: I try to reduce waste, instead of going [to SORPA]. 
R: You mean, waste reduction has a higher priority for you than sorting? 
P1: Yeah. It’s like minimizing trash, and utilizing it another way, I guess. That’s maybe 
my focus, instead of always like throwing it away. […] ‘Cause we use things once and 
then we just throw them away. I mean, that is kind of the mentality. 

P1, 35, F 

[A]nd you know, we don’t need everything, all these things. The same with the clothes, 
you can use it longer. You can use the plastic again, the bags. You can use it longer. 
And reducing on the quantity of it. […] And I just had a problem with my phone. The 
camera doesn’t work properly and I was thinking, maybe I should get a new one. And 
I have a camera, a small camera. My friend said, “No, you should just use your phone, 
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and then use your camera, and then, with the phone, you can call with it” and I was 
like, “Yes, that’s right.” So, that is also something, I just recently started to try. 

P4, 55, F 

P5: I have so little glass. I only drink water and tea, so I don’t have any glass bottles, 
or plastic bottles. So, I never had to go to SORPA with the skilagjaldsumbúðir. 
Sometimes I have jars, because I buy a lot of beans – and either they are in metal cans 
– but usually I just use the jars again, or later. But sometimes I have to get rid of jars, 
so I have a bag for it, but it’s so little, I have to go maybe once every 6 months. 
R: So, you mean, you don’t even allow these items to become a waste in the first place 
because you re-use them? 
P5: Yes. First, limiting and re-using, then recycling. 

P5, 23, F 

The practice of disposing of waste into the general waste bin, as well as the act of sorting 
out materials and items for recycling was met with reservations, while measures of re-use 
and preventions were embraced. 

To try give them another home, and taking them to SORPA for Góðir hirðirinn is really 
our last resort, if we can’t get them anywhere else. And, we are not very shy. We give 
used toys and use books for presents within this group of friends that we know will 
accept them. [Laughs.] We try to minimize – I mean, we have a lot of stuff. But we try 
to minimize the stuff that actually goes to waste and give them another life. 

P10a, 38, F 

I would probably first call… what is it called, IcePhone, and all those kind of phone 
companies to see if they could use any of the parts. And then if they couldn’t I would 
take it to SORPA. ‘Cause I really like the materials to be re-used first. So, re-use, 
reduce, and all that kind of stuff. I try, but it does not always go as well as planned. 
But I try. 

P3, 25, F 

First, I would check Góði hirðirinn, if someone else needs it. Or try to sell it. And then 
get rid of it. I would try everything before I would get rid of it. 

P5, 23, F 

While the majority of participants stated that they used to drop-off used items at SORPA’s 
recycling centers, the idea of re-using, or preparing for re-use, seemed to slowly enter into 
other people’s minds as well.  

Just recently, when my daughter moved out, she had to get rid of the desk. She bought 
a new one. And then we put it in SORPA. But I was thinking, maybe I should have 
advertised it in Gefins, in the Facebook Gefins page. Because the rest, it was okay, the 
shelfs and everything, it was not going apart, but only the plate, the writing plate for 
the keyboard, that was all… So, it should have been possible, it could have been 
possible to clean it and repaint it or something. I could have done it, but I didn’t do it. 
We took it to SORPA. My brother and my daughter, we went to SORPA with it and we 
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were just wondering if we could put it in the Góði hirðirinn container. And he said, 
no, the man said, “No, just throw it away, if it doesn’t look new, or kind of, then people 
don’t want it.” 

P4, 55, F 

However, in addition to pragmatic approaches to waste management, used items and 
materials were also reported to be repurposed in a more artistic manner, manifesting the 
participant’s relationship with the material world. 

For me, I tend to buy very simple. I tend to, like with trousers or shirts or sweaters, I 
have a very minimal approach to that, and I have done that for the past 20 years. I just 
decided to – my thought was just, make it simple, make it accessible. And I try to use 
it as long as possible. And for me, I have like a small project, a personal project. I’m 
saving all my shirts which I bought for the past 20 something odd years. And it’s gonna 
become an art piece, in a way. […] I’m gonna use the back of the shirt as a canvas. 
Becoming a piece. […] The piece is in a way becoming me. 

P6, 52, M 

4.2.6 Informedness 

Yet another theme that was identified to influence the decision as to whether or not to engage 
in waste sorting was susceptibility to information. Participant accounts revealed that the 
range and right amount of information on what could be sorted, and where, as well as 
necessary pre-treatment measures seemed to guide experiences with household waste 
management. 

But I remember feeling just like an idiot for not having recycled all paper earlier when 
I realized what they did with the paper and how easy it was to get it to, in Reykjavík, 
to grenndargámur, or to SORPA. 

P10a, 38, F 

While in this case, the participant refers to her lack of knowledge about waste management 
in the past, many study participants shared the impression that they were still at present not 
provided with enough information on how to deal with household waste. 

I think they could do more. I often think, you know, also with this recycling thing, 
because I know a lot of people don’t do it. I think most people do the paper and the 
milk cartons, but not necessarily all plastic, and not really systematically. And I often 
think, why have they not done any more commercials to introduce, and to get people 
to do it more? So, when they started, you know, back in the 1990s, when they started 
with the milk cartons and newspapers, they had some advertisement in the television. 
What you do, you know, rinse the cans, and do this, and I sometimes think they could 
do more of that. 

P5, 55, F 

But I really do think they are not really well informing about, for instance, what is 
plastic, and what needs to be done. Does it need to be clean? Or, does it matter if it’s 
clean? Like that kind of stuff. It’s very well done, I believe, in the other Nordic 
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countries, and people do follow it strictly there. I don’t think they do it as well here, 
personally, at least not from what I have seen. I mean, I cannot speak for everything 
they have done. 

P3, 25, F 

 

P5: I think, the fact that people are still confused means that they are not doing a good 
enough job. There is some information regarding – you can go on Flokkunarvefur and 
look it up. But so many times, I don’t find it. And sometimes, I feel like it’s normal 
stuff. Not something very odd. So, they need to be expanding that database really fast. 
As soon as you don’t find it, you can send it in and they put it in. 
R: Have you ever done this? 
P5: No, I haven’t done that though. I should. That gave me an idea. I’m gonna do that 
next time. 

P5, 23, F 

P5’s account above revealed that the availability and access to information was also likely 
to be compromised by a lack of effort to seeking it. This also explained why other 
participants were rather careful about criticizing prevailing waste management 
communication strategies. 

R: Do you, feel well enough informed about how to sort household waste?  
P6: Yes. I think, people’s sense of recycling is getting better and better. We are being 
educated more and more. 
R: And would you say that is thanks to SORPA and Reykjavíkurborg? 
P6: Yes. Because somebody needs to be the role model and take the direction, and 
Reykjavíkurborg has done that, and SORPA has done that. 

P6, 52, M 

I think, the information is probably out there if you like to reach it. But I also think – 
maybe I’m wrong – as soon as it gets too much, it can come across as a propaganda. 
Which can turn people off it, to a point. 

P14, 38, F 

All the information I have, has generally come from asking people around me. So, I 
have not … it’s not information I would have accessed myself without trying to access 
it. Which I have never tried to do actually. 

P13, 21, M 

Besides information on the very act of waste sorting itself, a few participants also expressed 
the wish to be provided with more comprehensive information on the implications of 
individual consumer choices. 

We should be aware of that, when we take that plastic bag in the grocery store for one 
apple, we should know, okay, I am taking this bag, I am gonna use it for maybe half 
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an hour, and then I put the apple in the fridge, and then I throw this trash bag way, 
and SORPA has to pick it up from my home and drive it to a sorting plant or something, 
and then they have to transfer it to Sweden, where it’s burned. And makes pollution. 
We should be aware of every step. What the consequences are of our choice of 
choosing that plastic bag, instead of bringing our own. 

P5, 23, F 

4.2.7 “It’s like donating money and not really knowing where it 
ends.” – Trust and Transparency 

Access to information, whether easily provided or deliberately sought after, is one thing. 
Trust in the authorities to handle the waste responsibly is yet another. Participant accounts 
revealed that, when systematic approaches to waste sorting were introduced to Icelandic 
society, rumours about the fate of separately sorted materials had been circulating among 
the population. 

In the beginning, people were thinking about – everyone one was thinking to sort 
things, and put it in different barrels – and then some said, “And then the community 
comes and puts it all together again.” […] This was a rumor. Of course, the community 
tried to sort it. 

P8, 76, M 

But I heard… it was probably ten years ago, 12, 13 years ago, I was working in the 
school, and then they were starting this recycling in there a little bit, and then, the 
janitor of the school, he was talking about […] – because the garbage, where they put 
it there, that was either Gámaþjónustan or Gámafélagið or something, they took care 
of picking up the garbage there – and he was pretty sure that even though that they 
had been sorting it separately, that they put it all in one container, and take it. And he 
was like, “This is not right!”, but, I don’t know. There was a lot of rumors. 

P4, 55, F 

Participant accounts revealed that still today, trust in the authorities is comprised by an 
insufficient degree of transparency of what SORPA, and other waste management 
companies, are actually doing with the waste they collect.  

R: Do you feel well enough informed by your local community? 
P1: Not at all. I am very disappointed actually. It’s hard to get information. I think, it 
should be taught better in school. They teach a little bit about it, but I think, it’s so 
important that they should teach it a bit more. And, also, where to go, what to do with 
it. And I have this theory that, we are just wasting our time sorting this and nobody is 
just recycling really, but, you know, you just have to trust. You don’t really know. You 
can’t really see what they are doing with it really, you know.  
R: Do you know what happens with the waste that is collected from households in 
Reykjavík? 
P1: I don’t. That’s why I have this conspiracy theory, like, we are just wasting our 
time, you know, they are just putting everything in the ground, you know. So, you get 
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really frustrated about what happens to it. It’s like donating money and not really 
knowing where it ends. 
R. This almost sounds like as if this would be a reason for you to sometimes not sort 
waste? 
P1: No, ‘cause I rather wanna sort waste and hope for the best than not soring waste 
and being an asshole. 
R: So, you’re trying to keep a positive attitude towards the current waste management 
system? 
P1: I have to. Otherwise, I will just be depressed. 

P1, 35, F  

Doubts about SORPA’s operations, along with the attempt at remaining optimistic towards 
the current waste management system, were also expressed by other participants. 

I’m skeptical. I’m not 100% believing that they are doing well. But I like to believe it, 
and that’s probably the only choice that I have. But I’m a little bit skeptical that – 
when I think about it, it’s probably possible to do things better, but I just hope, that 
they are doing it well. 

P14, 38, F 

P11: I’ve been a blind consumer. I haven’t been doubting them. But when I saw this 
news last year, I was like “Really? Are we shipping garbage away?” But, I mean, 
maybe that is what is done? I don’t know, really. 
R: So, you don’t know if there has actually ever been going on any recycling within 
Iceland? 
P11: No. But I wanna believe, there has. […] I think, it was Kveikur or something, that 
covered the shipping of the trash to Sweden. Because, if they provided us, if SORPA 
provided us with this information, instead of keeping it in the background, I wouldn’t 
be so shocked, and be like “Wow, SORPA, you’re a bad company!” If they would say, 
I mean, Sweden is like very forward in everything regarding trash and recycling, but 
they burn their trash and use it for something else, yeah, try to use the energy from the 
burning mostly. So, it would be maybe more in SORPA’s advantage to inform people 
about this, “Yes, we ship our trash”, or “Yes, we do this with this, but we do it because 
of… and we can’t do it here in Iceland.” I think, but it’s very different. If people want 
to listen, maybe they do it. And people who are like “Boring!”, they won’t care.” But, 
yeah, would be maybe, so they wouldn’t have this awkward situation, like the one with 
Kveikur covering this Sweden burning thing, so yeah. And, I think, definitely if you go 
to the homepage, you probably can access this information at some point probably, 
what happens to the trash. But I haven’t done it. And I think, I would do it.  

P11, 27, F 

Other participant accounts suggested that attitudes towards SORPA’s operations were 
shaped by realism rather than skepticism. 

And I really, like, for instance, there is much debate about plastic, that it is not 
recycled. But I also know enough that – I really trust them – that if it’s not recyclable… 



70 

you don’t recycle just for the sake of recycling if it’s actually more polluting and 
costing then production of plastic in the first place. 

P2, 40, M 

So, the fact that it’s being burned for energy is of course not ideal. However, at least 
you are not drilling for the oil twice. You already used up oil to make the plastic and 
then you used the plastic for energy. Otherwise, they might be using oil for energy, so 
then you would be having plastic contamination in a landfill and oil being dug up with 
every mean that they have. Which is not very environmental. So, it’s not the best 
solution. The best solution would just be to remove the plastic. However, it’s a better 
solution than to put everything in a landfill. I feel. So, it’s also this sort of, avoiding 
the worst-case scenario and making due with whatever else is available. And I trust 
the Swedish to clean out their exhaust as much as they can. 

P10a, 38, F 

4.2.8 Spillover Effects from Non-Domestic Contexts 

Participant accounts further revealed that prevailing household waste management practices 
were often influenced by non-domestic approaches to sorting, for example through longer 
periods spent abroad or through an acquaintance with sorting schemes established at the 
workplace or in public institutions. Additionally, a personal network of friends and 
colleagues was considered a major influence when it came to shaping participants’ take on 
waste management issues. In reverse, the more ardent recyclers among the study participants 
also indicated that they themselves tried to motivate their family and friends to participate 
in waste sorting schemes.  

Living Abroad Experience 

Many participants got inspired to engage in waste sorting during a longer period of time 
spent abroad, for example in one of the other Nordic countries. 

It was there, when I was in Aarhus, when I was a teenager. And I thought, it was 
ridiculous. But interesting. And I did it, you know, for the first time there. ‘Cause if 
you didn’t do it, you got like a fine from the community, from the kommune, so you 
kind of had to. 

P1, 35, F 

We lived in a complex [in Copenhagen] and there was all the different types of 
garbage, there was a trash can for each and every one. You never had to… you really 
didn’t need a car or anything to go with it. […], it was really easy. And in the garden, 
there was a bin for whatever. I thought it was really nice. That you could just take it 
out into the garden and get rid of everything there. 

P2, 40, M 

During that year I made a lot of changes to my life. Just seeing that I could recycle 
inspired me to do more. But I also got vegan that year. And I got really interested 
during my studies in fisheries science, they talked a lot about pollution. There is so 
much plastic on the Norwegian coast. That just got me thinking. All of this combined 
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got me really into environmental studies and pollution. So, now, I am trying to be zero 
waste.  

P5, 23, F 

Even experiences from other municipalities within Iceland could facilitate participation in 
waste management. 

 

And I remember, I lived with my grandma, ‘cause I moved there in 9th grade, ‘cause 
they don’t have more school for us in Grímsey. So, I moved to my grandma and she 
had like a little plastic karfa, like a waste bucket with the little green thin bag. And I 
was trying to understand why she was putting all the food scraps in there, and then 
she explained to me all the recycling stuff. And she worked in a big communal kitchen 
that she was cooking for people. And that’s when ... I think she kind of introduced it to 
me. At the time, Akureyri was introducing it to everybody. I think, it was 2008? 

P3, 25, F 

However, confrontation with diverging waste sorting schemes could also lead to confusion 
about whether or not an item or material could be sorted separately. 

R: What are the products and materials that can be mainly found in your general 
waste? 
P2: Stuff that is unclean. 
R: Why does it have to be clean? 
P2: I thought, that there was – at least it was like that in Copenhagen – that the paper, 
if not clean, it would foul the recycling process. With cheeses and such, that would 
foul the recycling process. 
R: What about a pizza box? I mean, isn’t it cardboard? 
P2: I mean, they are the experts. So, I trust SORPA with that. They say, you can put it 
with the cardboard. But in Denmark it was forbidden to do so because of the cheese 
and oils.  

P2, 40, M 

Workplace and Educational Institutions 

Also, when participants thought about their first experience with waste sorting, it was not 
necessarily just waste generated within their own household that came to mind. 

P10a: But first, it wasn’t milk cartons and stuff like that. It was just office papers and 
newspapers. “Don’t put it in the regular trash, just put that in a specific waste basket.” 
And I didn’t have that sort of sorting at home. That was more what happened at work. 
R: So, separate collection schemes were first introduced to businesses rather than to 
private households, you say? 
P10a: I think so. 
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P10b: Well, I mean, at least, regarding white paper, quality paper. But then, this 
concept of taking all paper that otherwise would have been thrown into the garbage, 
I think, that was probably done first at the homes. Because companies, they have done 
less of other recycling, in my opinion. So, I mean, recycling quality paper has been 
done for a long time in companies, but other recycling much less. 

P10a/b, 38/46, F/M 

Accordingly, and as suggested by other participant accounts, businesses could also serve as 
a role model for individuals to engage in waste management in the private household context. 

Maybe it’s more, like, in some companies, they are doing more and more about it, and 
you always hear about that, and you come to places, you know, school buildings or 
companies or offices, and you see they have recycling bins. And that is maybe also 
good for people to see. Everybody is doing it, and to show that it is a possible thing. 
So, if you work somewhere and go there and they have this, so people might start 
thinking “Yah, maybe I should do something about it.” 

P4, 55, F 

P1: But, also, when we bought into this company, it opened my eyes a little bit more 
actually, because the company was recycling a lot. And we were kind of before our 
time maybe in the company. Other companies are thinking about this now, but we have 
been doing it for like 6 or 7 years or longer. 
R: So, would you say that the waste sorting system at your workplace has influenced 
how you look at household waste? 
P1: Yah, definitely. 

P1, 35, F 

In addition to the workplace, educational institutions such as schools and kindergarten were 
found to serve as a role for household waste sorting. 

And, I think, it’s maybe because at my former workplace that does this recycling very 
firmly, and Háskóli Íslands as well because they have this very good trash system. […] 
That opened my… you can like recycle everything, until you have nothing left of waste. 
So, this general waste shouldn’t even have to exist because you are recycling. 

P11, 27, F 

And young people are – it starts very early, at 6 years old, or in kindergarten. They 
are doing projects of using thrown or garbage in art, in trying to understand the cycle, 
the evolution of materials. […] This is nothing that we were taught when I was in 
school. 

P6, 52, M 

Yeah, I mean, first of all, they were just raised with the idea that you are supposed to 
put… you don’t throw this just wherever, but put this one here because bababa…But 
then, they also feel that they know it’s normal because they come from dozen many 
kindergartens and they have organic waste. And they have like really a lot better 
things.  
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P14, 38, F 

I think they have done that a little bit, but I don’t know how it is now. You know, I told 
you that when my kids were in school, they had to take all their garbage back home. 
But I think, if they do it at school, you know, recycling, then the kids always talk about 
it. It was the same when my kids were at school and there were people coming from 
the fire department to tell them about what you have to do when there is a fire – they 
came home and asked us parents if these things are okay. So, if they learned something 
at school, they will try to affect their parents. 

P4, 55, F 

Social Network 

In addition to confrontations with sorting schemes implemented for waste other than 
household waste, co-workers, friends and family could have a significant impact on 
participants’ perceptions of and practices with household waste management.  

I always, I think, it’s getting better. I think, people are using things better and thinking 
of these things better. But then, I think, that’s also my bubble of friends and co-
workers. […] So, I am a meteorologist at the Veðurstofan, and in there we have so 
many environmental scientists. And people are generally very aware of recycling and 
saving the planet. [Laughs.] Things like that. And [P10b] is a programmer in a very 
small company and there is whole sort of different set of people there. And there was 
this party before Christmas and this topic of recycling came up. And, then, there is this 
one person in this group, who just doesn’t recycle, and I realized, oh, there are actually 
people, still, who don’t recycle. And then I realized, okay, it’s my bubble of people. I 
mean, in my department at the Met Office, we didn’t wait for the institution actually to 
get recycling started. We actually did it ourselves and then just took paper and plastic 
and cans and returned it to SORPA ourselves. 

P10a, 38, F 

Líkir leika best. It’s a trend. You usually just surround yourself with people that are 
like you. So, in my environment it’s really just people that are “Okay, I have to do this, 
okay, then I just do it.” 

P2, 40, M 

At the same time, the interview data also suggested that participants already active in waste 
sorting tried to be a motivating influence on their social network as well.  

I remember when I started my studies, so I am a product designer, and in my studies, 
we focused a lot on sustainability and recycling and how to find place in the design 
world for each material, so it doesn’t end up in landfill. So, how can we use what we 
have and not make more? So, when I got educated in that sort of thing, I tried to spread 
the word and spread the knowledge about it, and teach people, of course. 

P7, 31, M 

I try to lead by example. I am very strong in the opinion that I think that if you don’t 
wanna sort and reduce and all that stuff, you won’t. So, I try not to talk about it and 
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become that boring friend that only talks about waste management. So, I try to lead by 
example very much. I rather just put it into a bowl instead of taking the take-away if I 
am at school already, it doesn’t really matter. I hate the people that take coffee, and 
they don’t leave the campus, and I am like “Why???” So, I think, there are at very 
different levels than me, definitely, but there are also in different places in their 
journeys, I guess. But it comes up, for sure, and I put out examples, and I would use 
my reusable bottle, and I don’t drink coffee and all that. So, they see what I am doing. 
But I think I might be like an un-… I don’t know how to say it. I am trying not to like, 
I think I am maybe a little bit of an influence on them indirectly, if that’s the word I 
am looking for. I hope. At least I know, they try to be when they are around me. I don’t 
know if that’s me or them. But my parents, for example, they recycle everything. 

P3, 25, F 

And then I’ve been trying to tell my kids, “you know, if you are bringing a Subway 
home with you, take it out of the paper, put it on a plate, and then the paper is clean, 
and then you can put it into the recycling, rather than the general bin.” And I was also 
trying to tell them, to take a bag with them from home, you know, the small bags, and 
use it again. And then, I went myself, the other day, and I forgot it.   

P4, 55, F 

4.2.9 Monetary Incentives 

As manifested by several participants, also economic considerations played a role when it 
came to participants’ decisions as to whether or not to engage in separate waste sorting:  

I think, it’s a wakening. I mean, that is just what people have been talking about, 
basically, that there is a lot of cost in it, to mix everything together. And, why, if we 
can save some money both in the city and in the household, then why not? 

P9, 52, M 

I think, it’s kind of cheap. For everything, I think, it’s like 20,000 kr a year, or less. 
It’s not that much. The sorting bins are cheaper than the black one. And I think it’s 
smart ‘cause then you really want to recycle. It’s cheaper, a green one and a blue one 
than having two grey ones, for example. So, if you have one grey one and two of the 
others, it’s cheaper than having two grey ones. So, that’s nice. 

P1, 35, F 

Not everybody was aware of the cost-effectiveness of replacing a bin for mixed waste with 
a couple of recycling bins, as suggested by the following interview excerpt. 

P11: I assume, that the [bin for the] general [waste] is the cheapest one, or that it’s 
free, because it’s mandatory to have this, I think. I think, definitely, the blue and the 
green ones, the paper and the plastic, are more expensive than the black ones. I saw 
this price – I don’t get these bills because I’m just renting, so I don’t know– 
R: Did your rent went up once you had the green bin for plastic? 
P11: I did not notice it. But I know, I was talking to my mother, she is a home owner, 
and she was like, “Yeah, this costs!”, and I was like, “What, really?” So, maybe it’s 
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even cleverer for Kópavogsbær to have it in like one bin, but I don’t know, do they 
have people like plucking out? 

P11, 27, F 

And indeed, as other participants remarked, the investment did not quite pay off when 
recycling bins were added without the number of bins for unsorted waste being decreased.  

P10b: I think, that it’s probably possible to do more to encourage people to recycle. 
My opinion on the green and the blue ones, they should probably cost as little as 
possible, so– 
P10a: Yeah, so, I think, the problem, I think the problem to be that if you have always 
just had one grey bin, and you put everything there, and everything fits – if you 
downsize to a smaller grey bin and order the blue and green ones, then you are paying 
more collectively, then you were for just the black one. And I think, that’s a mistake. 
You should never be increasing your cost by being more environmentally friendly. 
Then, it would be like electricity being more expensive than petrol for your car. So, I 
feel, the city hasn’t done quite enough to make sure that either they increase the black 
bins, so that people can find, you know, that it’s actually cheaper. Or simply say, this 
is a cost that we are going to get from the taxes that we collect because it’s going to 
be better for everyone in the long run. 

P10, 38/46, F/M  

That’s why, for example in my house, they wanted more blue bins and as a 
moneymaker in the household, I said, no, because of the cost. We can go the 
grenndargám. 

P9, 52, M 

Another participant considered financial disincentives to be the only way to get people to 
sort their waste. 

As I said, just make it some kind of law to recycle. I mean, it sounds absurd, but it 
really isn’t. And, as soon as you like start ticketing people for doing something wrong. 
And, this is wrong, so punishment is the key. [Laughs.] People are scared about their 
money. Icelanders are scared about their money. They don’t want a ticket for parking, 
so why would they want a ticket for not recycling? And, I mean, it’s also like people 
should feel, I know, it sounds cruel, but people should feel ashamed of not recycling, 
in my mind. It’s just throwing something for someone else, in the long run. 

P7, 31, M 

Other participant accounts confirmed that stricter regulation on waste sorting would indeed 
motivate them to participate in waste sorting schemes.  

P12a: Well, it would come from outside, then we would do it. Just as with the 
cardboard. 
R: So, you mean, the mayor would have need to change something, or does it have to 
come from the government? 
P12a: The mayor. The government doesn’t have anything to do with that, it’s the city. 
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P12b: The city takes care of that. And then, of course, I think, it’s just that people do 
not sort because they would have to take – 
P12a: Well, we are paying for the black bin. 
P12b: They should take care of taking them, instead of that we have to go with 
everything. 
R: So, you do not think that it is your responsibility to do so? 
P12b: Our responsibility? 
R: Yes. To take part in – 
P12b: Yes, yes. Of course, it is. 

P12a/b, 59/66, F/M 

However, the interview with the same two participants further suggested that they were 
unwilling to assume personal responsibility for waste management if no incentives were 
provided.  

R: So, apart from paper and cardboard, you are only sorting beverage containers with 
a deposit fee?  
P12b: We are not sorting anything else. 
R: And you are doing this because you get some money back for it? 
P12b: Yes, yes. Just the deposit fee. […] That’s why we sort. Otherwise, we would just 
throw them into the general waste. 
R: Do you think, that if there would be a deposit fee on aluminum, for example, or 
glass jars– 
P12b: We do not get anything for that though. 
R: Yes, but what if? 
P12b: We could of course collect them and go with them to… Of course, glass jars and 
… bring them to the waste station. 
R: But if there would be a deposit on glass jars or aluminum cans, would you then 
rather sort them? 
P12b: [Pauses.] Yes, yes. [Starts to laugh] Yes. Sure. Of course, we would do it in that 
case. But we just do not get anything back for them here. Nothing. 

P12b, 66, M 

In this instance, monetary incentives seemed to be the sole driving force for voluntary 
participation in sorting schemes. That financial considerations played a significant role in 
determining the degree of participation in waste sorting was also confirmed by other 
participant accounts. In fact, personal rewards in the form of deposit refunds were found to 
be an important reason for why study participants put a lot of effort to sorting cans and 
bottles with a deposit fee. As a result, deposit containers were among the few items that were 
collected separately by all participants. 

I bring them to SORPA and get the money.  
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P4, 55, F 

“Wait a second! You get money for that! Why would you throw that in the trash?” And 
he was like, “Yeah, whatever.” “Well, you get a good monthly pay, but I don’t, so I 
will take all your cans.” So, every time I came over, he would have put them on the 
counter, so I would collect them in a bag and just throw them in the car.  

P3, 25, F 

In addition to the prospect of gaining a personal financial reward, bottles and cans were also 
reported to be donated to the Icelandic Scouts Movement, which in turn would get the deposit 
when handing in the collected containers.  

We often give it to the Scouts, or some children. 
P8, 76, M 

Another option for how to deal with empty beverage containers was to leave them to young 
people in sports club or other organizations who would collect them to raise money for 
specific projects, like to cover travelling expenses to bigger sporting events. 

I also collect that separately because my niece takes them. […] She is in sports. And 
there is a yearly event in Malmö. 

P2, 40, M 

P9: Beers and stuff like that? We collect them and we take them to Endurvinnslan. 
R: To get the deposit back?  
P9: Well, we don’t. My son gets it. 

P9, 52, M 

Besides the collection of deposit beverage containers to known recipients and projects, 
participant accounts also revealed that deposit beverage containers were sometimes 
deliberately left outside the house. This was done in anticipation that they would eventually 
be collected by the economically marginalized.  

R: What do you do with glass jars and bottles? 
P6: For me, if I have something from a jam or something, I put it in the general waste. 
Bottles, I tend to leave them outside somewhere visible so someone can pick them up. 
R: So, everything that has a deposit fee– 
P6: I give it away. And it tends to disappear. 
R: So, you say, you just put it somewhere rather than, for example, donating it to the 
Skátar? 
P6: I never do that. I tend to allow the movement of the cycle – so, when I was living 
in Skúlagata, when there was something I didn’t want, I used to take it and would put 
it in the bin on Hverfisgata. And I checked it, and it was always picked up. So, 
somebody was always doing some round. So, there is always movement somewhere. I 
tend to put it into the movement.  
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P6, 52, M 

In addition to helping those in need, this alternative method of organizing the household 
waste did certainly also free the participants from the effort of dropping off the containers at 
the appropriate facilities themselves. 

What we do is that – personally I do not use a lot of bottles and cans myself, but now, 
when the 3 of the oldest ones becoming teenagers, of course, they are drinking more 
soda. And because I live downtown and there is a lot of people collecting these on the 
street, then I had this brilliant idea to put everything in a bag and I just hang it outside 
the fence. Then, somebody comes and just picks it up. So, there is a … so, upstairs, I 
have a bin for only like soda pop cans. So, that’s how I solved that problem. 

P14, 38, F 

4.2.10 Sense of Order 

Besides environmental and economic consideration, participants’ accounts further revealed 
that the motivation to sort waste did sometimes also stem from a desire for order and control.  

‘Cause I hate to see it overflow. And also, like, if I would be in there and see something, 
like not done right, I would fix it. If somebody puts plastic in. And there would be like 
a lot of cans and stuff, and I would just sort them away and put them in my car. Cause 
I hate to see those go... I am odd. I know. 

P3, 25, F 

And I also had to recycle after other people because they always recycled not as – they 
put aluminum in organic and they put tray cardboard into plastic. It makes you very 
mad. 

P5, 23, F 

In addition, waste sorting and the associated orderliness was sometimes also considered an 
integral part of day-to-day-life.  

P6: My daily routine is, I try to take the garbage out every morning. So, I try to do it 
on a daily basis. It has become a part of my daily routine. I never try to accumulate 
for weeks or months. I just try to stay ahead of it all the time. 
R: So, for example, if you just finished a carton of milk, what would you do with it? 
P6: I rinse it, I break it down, and I put it with the paper. 
R: Directly outside? 
P6: Directly. Every day. 

P6, 52, M 

Similarly, another participant stated that she felt strongly encouraged to sort the materials 
and items she used on a daily basis once she became aware of how much waste she actually 
produced.  
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I hated when the trash piled up really, really fast, so, I would really try to sort 
everything away as I could. And I would just have little bags, and one bag that was 
just metal and glass and all that stuff. I think it was just clicking when I saw that it was 
just me producing all that stuff. 

P3, 25, F 

Interestingly, this desire for control over how much waste she would generate, and how 
much of this could in fact be sorted separately from the general waste, went so far that she 
collected food waste separately – despite the absence of an associated collection scheme. 

What I used to do when I lived alone was I had a little bag on the side, I wouldn’t be 
able to recycle it but I took it to the side so I threw that out less often than the actual 
trash, ‘cause there wouldn’t be any smell. So, the actual trash I would take out. Cause 
I lived by myself last summer, April to September, and I lived with somebody else, but 
I was on the top floor in my own room, so I had my own bag in the room, and there 
was one trash bag all summer because none of the food scraps went in there. And I 
just sorted everything. So that it really doesn’t pile up as much. So that’s at least 
something I tried to narrow myself and find really worth. 

P3, 25, F 

The idea of challenging herself with regard to how to develop an efficient sorting system 
was also expressed by this participant:  

It was a bit of a, you know, when I started, when the gámur came downstairs, I had to 
start thinking. I was going to try to see if I could buy something, you know, a unit. But 
it was too expensive, or Ikea didn’t have it, I couldn’t do it, or something. So, because 
the sink, there was pipes under, so I couldn’t do it. So, I had my own from Ikea that I 
used to use as just a usual garbage bin, that is like this size. And then I bought another 
one, a little bit smaller. And the smaller one is for general waste, and the other one is 
for plastic. And then I have an empty paper box from Weetos, the cereals, which is a 
little bit smaller, so I would have that one in front. And that’s for the aluminium. And 
then I have in one corner of the kitchen, I have a big – I just bought a new one, I had 
another one – but I have a big plastic box for paper. […] It’s kind of a system. And 
then I just put in the cupboard, you know, the old light bulbs. When I change a bulb, I 
take it out, I put the new one in, I take the old one in the box, and I write “ó” on it, 
which means “ónýtt”. That’s something I just recently started. And then I have of 
course these battery boxes that you can get in SORPA. That is something we´ve had 
for a long time. And then it’s just in the cupboard. 

P4, 52, F 

Both accounts suggest that waste sorting was not seen as a chore, but instead filled the 
participants with pleasure and ambition.  
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 Differences in Waste Sorting Practices with 
Regard to Different Items and Materials 

While the extent of sorting was found to vary considerably between participants, the 
accounts also revealed that certain materials and items generally received more attention 
than others; they were more likely to be sorted separately.  

Given the widespread access to curbside collection services for paper and cardboard, much 
attention was directed to sorting items and packaging made out of paper and cardboard. 
Plastic, glass, metals, textiles, and food leftovers were less often sorted in the absence of 
curbside collection services. These differences could be captured well by theme (3) 
infrastructure and storage space.  

Beverage containers with a deposit fee were always sorted due to, among other reasons, (9) 
monetary incentives.  

Despite the availability of drop-off facilities for many (but not all) different fractions of 
household waste, bring site collection services were not always made use for reasons related 
to (4) personal initiative and (dis)comfort convenience or (6) informedness These, and other 
themes, that were found to motivate and prevent sorting of household waste, were presented 
in the previous section.  

In addition to the 10 themes introduced above, participants’ accounts also revealed that 
differences in waste sorting practices with regard to different items and materials were driven 
by 3 supplementary themes. These include (1) environmental impact, (2) recyclability and 
reusability, and (3) low weight and volume and rare use. 

4.3.1 Environmental Impact 

Along with a general awareness of the environmental implications of litter and improperly 
treated household waste, some materials and items were perceived to be particularly harmful 
to the natural environment. As a consequence, there was particularly much attention devoted 
to diverting hazardous materials from landfill disposal.  

I mean, I know a little bit about electronics, and they are full of chemicals that you 
don’t really want these to go into nature. 

P2, 40, M 

The main reason for sorting these things is because many of these things are 
poisonous. Like medicine. […] People used to do many different things to medicine. 
They throw it in the toilet or the sink or… But relatively soon, we started to think about 
this. This can often be so much poison. 

P8, 76, M 

Definitely not electronics or stuff that can leak out. I hate doing that. Cause I know all 
that acid and stuff that’s inside will just ruin so much. So, no, definitely not. I mean, I 
might do it to a can or two every once in a while, but I won’t do it with electronics, 
especially.  



81 

P3, 25, F 

However, despite the effort devoted to landfill diversion, participant accounts revealed that 
separately sorted hazardous items were not necessarily always further allocated to drop-off 
facilities. 

Yeah, I put that somewhere special and then… I have a bunch of light bulbs, that are 
finished and where I write on the package ‘búin’. And then, I haven’t done anything 
more about it. […] I mean, both because its’s like a mix of materials, like glass and 
aluminum, and they have something, I don’t know, probably some chemicals or 
something toxic. So, it needs to go to the… and the same with the batteries. 

P11, 27, F 

In addition to the negative implications associated with landfill leaching of chemical 
substances, participants also took into consideration the limited availability of metals used 
in electronic devices.  

And of course, they also consist of very precious metals that we have limited supplies 
of on Earth. […] I mean, we are really seeing to a future where we are really finishing 
all the good mines of precious materials in only a few decades. So, we, yes, really have 
to watch these things. 

P2, 40, M 

And, for me, I think, it’s also, that I just want to use all the resources as much as 
possible. So, for me, waste is a resource, because it’s materials that can be used again. 

P10b, 46, M 

Furthermore, awareness that environmental damage could already be occuring during the 
production phase motivated some participants to collect certain materials separately, such as 
plastic and textiles. 

Because it’s very wasteful to produce clothes, and of course, like with plastics, the 
waste is really, when you make it, not when you don’t recycle. 

P2, 55, F 

4.3.2 Recyclability and Re-usability 

Along with the direct implications of unsorted waste in the environment, differences in 
sorting efforts were also driven by participants’ understanding of different degrees of 
suitability for recovery, i.e. the ability of different materials to be re-used or returned back 
into the production process. For example, while knowledge about the high energy efficiency 
of aluminum recycling led to more devoted attention to sorting metals, participants were 
rather skeptical about the recyclability of plastic. 

For instance, a can of aluminum. That is recycled. But I am fully aware that plastic is 
not recycled. We have to sort it so much, so much better than we do so that is supposed 
to be recyclable. […] But something that is very easily recyclable is aluminum. 

P2, 40, M 
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I am sure that like most of this plastic can’t be recycled. I mean, there are these 
markings under them, how they gonna get sorted ‘cause plastic is not like plastic. […] 
It’s the type of plastic. So, I mean, not all plastic is the same plastic. So, it can’t be 
sorted all together, mashed into one plastic. It doesn’t work that way. So that’s a bit 
confusing. 

P1, 35, F 

So, I mostly drink from cans ‘cause I know that’s what can be recycled 100-percent. 
So, I hate drinking from plastic. 

P3, 25, F 

While this did not necessarily entail a lower likelihood for plastic to be sorted, it did in 
several instances lead to participants trying to avoid buying products in plastic packaging 
from the outset. 

It’s just things we need to think about. And, also, we have like a bin at home for plastic, 
but you know, I really try to boycott things with plastic. It’s hard, it’s so hard. I just 
find, when I am in the store, I just want to rip the plastic off, and leave it in the store, 
‘cause I don’t wanna deal with it. 

P1, 35, F 

So, now I am trying to reduce what I buy, specifically plastic. Cause I know, cardboard 
is more recyclable. 

P3, 25, F 

In other words, recyclability, for some participants, already played a role when making 
purchasing decisions. 

With everything I do, I try to buy clothes that are recycled. And even, like, the cloth 
diapers I bought were not new. I bought them used. So, like, I don’t know… Minimizing 
things are produced and that we buy, I think that is kind of the key. 

P1, 35, F 

However, at the same time, the management of scrap plastics could also be upset by 
knowledge about the further treatment of separate fractions of household waste. 

I mean, I don’t even know why I do it though. Because they burn it. They don’t even 
recycle it. I don’t know. I guess it’s such habit. Cause you feel weird. I do it still, yeah. 
But I feel weird not doing it. ‘Cause I worked for Reykjavíkurborg last year. I was like 
a manager for kids in ninth and tenth grade. So, they took us on a trip to SORPA for 
like a first period of the day and they had a lot of presentations. And people were 
asking like, “Should you recycle it if you can’t rinse it out or should you throw it in 
the trash?” And she was like, “Rather recycle it, but you really should be rinsing it.” 
So, like, but why…they burn it. So, I don’t know. It’s very interesting. 

P3, 25, F 
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In addition to the potential recyclability of a given item or material, reusability also played 
a considerable role in influencing participants’ approach to how to handle things that they 
themselves would not utilize any longer. 

Everything that is possible to use, that’s what I give to Rauða Krossin or something 
like that. They have [these containers] where you can box it. […] They have one in 
Sundhöllin, somewhere around there. So, with things like that, something that I am not 
using, that can possibly be re-used again, I hand it out either to Góði Hirðirinn or like 
that. But if it’s material that cannot be used, then I put it in the regular bin. 

P14, 38, F 

 

If it’s clothes that you can use we basically take it to Red Cross. 
P9, 52, M 

4.3.3 Low Weight and Volume and Rare Use 

Furthermore, participant accounts also revealed a certain lack of effort in sorting materials 
and items when they were either very small in weight or volume, were used only rarely, or 
both.  

That was a dilemma for me. ‘Cause you are really tempted to just put it into the regular 
bin. I mean, it’s small, it’s handy, it’s just there. 

P1, 35, F 

This tendency could be further reinforced when information on how to sort certain materials 
was lacking. 

Sometimes I then just put it into the general waste. It depends a little bit. If it’s 
something I don’t use much, I just put it into the general waste. Sometimes it’s small 
things or too much food on it. If I can clean it, then – but I usually rinse everything. 

P4, 55, F 

Furthermore, accounts also suggested that when an item or a material that was to be 
abandoned was very small or very low in volume, or was used only infrequently, the 
likelihood for it to be collected without being further allocated to the appropriate sorting 
facilities was high as well.  

And, also, I try to be very aware sometimes with the small candles, aluminum, once I 
was, okay, keep the aluminum here and go to SORPA, when you have a bunch of it. 
But… I haven’t done that. [I]t hasn’t happened yet. I have a lot of old candle wax that 
I could recycle. After Christmas I was like, keep it in a box, fill it up, and when you go 
to SORPA, you need to like… but it hasn’t happened yet. But it will. Soon. 

P11, 27, F 
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However, both the amount or volume as well as the frequency of use could recede into the 
background when attention was devoted to the potential environmental or resource 
implications of the very material in question. 

R: Do you collect leftover wax separately? 
P2: We try to. I think, it went to the bin. The wax, not the bottoms.  
R: What about the bottoms? 
P2: The bottoms are aluminum. I am very particular about recycling aluminum 
because it’s so energy-efficient and we have depleting resources of aluminum. […] 
But I am not sure what to do with the wax. It was really that. And it was not so much 
volume that I… yes, I threw it into the bin. 
R: So, would you say that if there is a material that you are not completely sure about 
how to sort it, and if it is just a very small amount, you maybe don’t bother that much 
and just put it in the general waste? 
P2: Depends on the material. But wax, yes. 

P2, 40, M 

On the other hand, low weight or volume could also be a reason for why materials and items 
were sorted separately. Almost all participants reported to collect, rather than to dispose of, 
textiles.  

I take it with me because at the flokkunarstöð – they have these centers that are all 
around town – they take clothes as well, and it’s very easy to just drop it in as well. 

P2, 40, M 

And I take a couple of things, like clothes, and put everything into the trunk, when I 
am off to work or whatever, and I just dump it, yeah. 

P1, 35, F 

 Summary 
The thematic analysis of the interview data resulted in 13 identified categories pivotal to 
study participants’ decision as to whether or not to engage in waste sorting, and differences 
made with regard to different items and materials. These include (1) historical context, (2) 
concern for the future of the Earth, (3) infrastructure and storage space, (4) personal initiative 
and effort, (5) consumer culture, (6) informedness, (7) trust and transparency, (8) spillover 
effects from non-domestic contexts, (9) sense of order, (10) monetary incentives, (11) 
environmental impact, (12) recyclability and reusability, and (13) low weight and volume 
and rare use. 

No one theme on its own could explain why participants engaged, or refrained from 
engaging, in sorting. Rather than acting in isolation, themes were found to be closely related 
to one another.  

Besides information on their own attitudes and actions towards household waste 
management, the participants also provided valuable insights about sorting trends within 
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their social environments. In fact, many participants took a rather critical stance at their 
friends’ and families’ waste management attitudes and practices as they often found it to be 
lacking in interest and initiatives. While this information will be taken into consideration for 
the discussion, the focus of this research lies on the participants’ own, self-reported behavior.  

In the next chapter, the themes that were constructed from the analysis will be discussed and 
related to findings of previous studies.  
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 Discussion 
In this study, 14 semi-structured interviews with 16 individuals located in Reykjavík were 
carried out to answer two closely related research questions. The first question was: What 
are the underlying reasons for Reykjavík residents to participate, or to refrain from 
participating, in separate collection of different fractions of household waste? The second 
question was: What drives differences in waste sorting practices with regard to different 
types of items and materials? 

The results from the thematic analysis of the interviews were presented in the previous 
chapter. In this chapter, the results will be discussed and related to findings of previous 
studies. Furthermore, an overview of the weaknesses and shortcomings of the study will be 
provided, in addition to policy and future research recommendations. 

 Motivations and Barriers to Household 
Waste Sorting in Reykjavík 

To begin with, the analysis clearly showed the importance of putting study participants’ 
relation to resource management into the broader context of Icelandic social and economic 
history. Up until the end of the twentieth century, there did not exist any systematic 
approaches to household waste sorting in Iceland. Yet with the changing consumption 
patterns that were brought about by the neoliberal reforms in the 1990s, not only the 
quantities of MSW changed, but also its composition. In particular, materials and items made 
from plastic became ubiquitous in Icelandic society. The increase in waste quantities, along 
with the material diversification of MSW, made it necessary for Iceland to manage 
household waste more systematically. This was further facilitated by Iceland’s membership 
in the EEA, through which the country became legally bound to transpose EU waste 
management law into its already existing legal framework for waste management.  

However, judging from the accounts of the participants interviewed in this study, measures 
of MSW management changed slowly and were not implemented in all Icelandic 
municipalities at the same time and with the same level of sophistication. While there have 
been bring site collection schemes in place for different materials across the country since 
the 1990s, curbside collection for recoverable materials and items was only introduced to 
private households in the capital area in 2008. At the same time, many participants stated 
having disposed of considerable fractions of household waste unsorted throughout most of 
the first two decades of the 21st century, suggesting that it has also taken some time for 
people to adjust their daily routines to the new approach to household management. All 
participants confirmed that, when they grew up, there was just one general bin for different 
types of materials and items. More so, this approach was what they had considered to be 
normal throughout much of their life. 

On the other hand, it is valuable to remember that Iceland was not always that the developed 
and affluent country that it had become by the end of the twentieth century. Quite the 
contrary, several participants recalled memories of a not too distant, resource scarce past that 
was characterized by the need to repurpose and re-use existing materials, rather than 
discarding them after use. Both the tendency to abandon items after their first use as well as 
the practice of keeping materials for potential later (re-)use reflect that household waste has 
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usually been dealt with in such a way that it would simplify rather than complicate people’s 
everyday lives.  

However, while the practice of sorting different materials fractions was often associated with 
the need to devote an additional amount of effort and time to housekeeping, the majority of 
participants claimed that this did not prevent them from engaging in household waste sorting, 
at least when curbside collection schemes were in place or when they had access to a car and 
would regularly pass by the neighboring sorting stations anyway. On the other hand, if it 
was not possible for participants to accommodate sorting activities with their daily routines, 
the likelihood for materials and items to end up in the general waste was accordingly higher. 
In a few cases comfort and laziness prevented participants from making use of theoretically 
easily accessible sorting stations in the neighborhood from the outset. Furthermore, the 
discomfort associated with the need to rinse and disassemble materials before allocating 
them to the sorting facility sometimes even posed a challenge to participants with in-house 
and curbside collection facilities. Ultimately, however, personal initiative and effort were 
found to be crucial in determining the degree of respondents’ participation in bring site 
sorting schemes.  

In addition to personal initiative, monetary incentives seemed to be crucial as well given that 
beverage containers with a deposit fee were the only items that all study participants reported 
to sort. Interestingly, the effort associated with a perceived lack of storage space and the 
transport of the containers to the drop-off stations did not impact on the study participants’ 
decision to sort. Instead, the prospect of the deposit refund was a strong motivational force 
for all participants to sort beverage containers. Whereas some participants stated to return 
the deposit containers to keep and use the refund themselves, several participants also 
reported to donate the bottles and cans to others. Besides the pragmatic consideration of not 
having to return the bottles themselves, this behavior was also shaped by altruistic motives.  

Despite the lack of experience with systematic approaches to household waste management, 
many study participants reported to engage in household waste sorting because of the firm 
belief that recycling had a positive impact on the environment. Even though not everyone 
had a clear idea of what this actually looked like, recycling was considered to represent an 
environmental good. More so, several participants reported feeling a deep sense of moral 
obligation to engage in household waste management as a way of taking responsibility for 
their own consumption patterns and lifestyle choices. However, in some cases, this also 
revealed the tendency for a single-action bias, meaning that waste sorting alone was believed 
to solve the entire problem of the mass-consumer society.  

Overall, the analysis found that the symptoms rather than the roots of the problem underlying 
the need for waste management attracted most attention. For example, conversations with 
several participants who stated to be positive about waste sorting revealed a strong focus on 
efforts devoted to preventing or cleaning up litter rather than actively changing the 
management practices within their own homes. Essentially, this means that they were paying 
more attention to the immediate and tangible threats of waste, rather than those aspects of 
the supply chain that were hidden from their view and understanding. In general, the study 
suggested that although most participants were aware of the environmental impact of waste, 
they were not always willing or able to translate this awareness into action, nor did they 
always convert their positive attitude towards household waste management into engaging 
in sorting at home. This seemed to be in line with the suggested gaps between awareness and 
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attitude, and attitude and behavior, which have been discussed extensively within previous 
research on the antecedents of pro-environmental behavior.  

On the other hand, some study participant also stated to actively seek to re-use materials and 
items or tried to draw back on their consumption to prevent waste to happen in the first place. 
This suggested that they were indeed aware of the need to adopt a more holistic approach to 
consumption, in recognition of the waste hierarchy. At the same time, this also entailed that 
waste prevention and re-use could be both a motivational but also a preventative force to 
waste sorting. Some of the participants expressed serious doubt about whether sorting really 
had a positive impact on the environment if current consumption patterns remained as usual.  

The study also found that participants who had lived abroad for a longer period of time, were 
often influenced by the non-domestic approach to sorting and, furthermore, felt inspired to 
adopt a similar degree of sorting once back in Iceland. In addition, also the acquaintance 
with sorting schemes established at the workplace or in public institutions as well as the 
personal network of friends and colleagues was considered a major influence when it came 
to shaping participants’ take on waste management issues. In reverse, the more ardent 
recyclers among the study participants also indicated that they themselves tried to motivate 
their family and friends to participate in waste sorting schemes.  

In addition to knowledge about the state of the environment and awareness of the need for 
pro-environmental behavior, participation in waste sorting schemes was often compromised, 
at least partly, by a lack of adequate infrastructure. As already touched upon above, the 
availability or lack of curbside collection facilities resulted in partly significant differences 
in commitment to participation in sorting schemes. This was also confirmed by the fact that 
paper and cardboard were the only materials that all participants stated to collect separately 
from the general waste, given the pervasive access to associated curbside collection 
facilities. In contrast, other materials, such as plastic, glass or aluminum were much less 
frequently sorted in the absence of corresponding curbside collection services. Despite the 
possibility to drop off a multitude of recoverable materials at centralized or neighborhood 
drop-off facilities, the likelihood among study participants to make use of bring site schemes 
was generally much smaller compared to using curbside collection schemes. One major 
reason for this was the additional effort and time associated with accessing drop-off 
facilities. In general, the study seemed to confirm what has been already found by many 
previous studies: Participation in household waste sorting is closely related to infrastructure 
in the form of collection systems. More specifically, this research found that immediate 
access to sorting facilities was an incentive for many participants to engage in sorting of at 
least those materials for which curbside collection schemes were in place. 

The analysis further revealed that waste was often disposed of unsorted because of perceived 
shortcomings in the public communication of information on where to sort and how. Again, 
also the relative novelty of the concept of systematic waste sorting influenced participants 
inclination towards the unsorted disposal of waste. Whereas some participants conceived of 
waste sorting as a citizen duty, that had become an integral part of their daily life, the act of 
sorting had not been internalized by all of the interviewees. This was also revealed by 
looking at how participants approached materials that were very low in volume or used on 
rare occasions only. The likelihood for these to be disposed of unsorted was much higher as 
for high-volume materials and items that were used regularly.    
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The interviews also clearly revealed that, despite access to appropriate sorting facilities being 
a fundamental precondition for waste sorting, the availability of in-house and curbside 
collection was also heavily based on participants’ personal housing situation. While those 
who lived in bigger apartment buildings were often provided with curbside collection for 
different items and materials only if the majority of members in the residents’ association 
was in favor of this, individuals who lived in smaller units seemed to assert a bigger influence 
on decisions regarding the communal organization and management of household waste. 
Similarly, participants who happened to be the sole owners of the house they lived in, as it 
was the case for two of the interviewed, were also the ones who made the decision as to 
whether or not to have curbside collection services in place. However, as previously 
discussed, a lack of curbside collection schemes did not necessarily go hand in hand with 
general non-participation in waste sorting activities. Rather, the study results suggested that, 
if participants were willing to sort their waste, or at least certain material fractions, they also 
did so, irrespective of the effort, time or cost necessary to devote to this endeavor.  

The extent of participants’ sorting behavior, on the other hand, was in many cases found to 
be greatly influenced by information (or lack thereof) on what, how and where to sort 
different materials. Furthermore, attitudes towards waste management were often 
significantly affected by knowledge about the movement and fate of waste, in addition to the 
accompanying environmental implications. However, the participant accounts also revealed 
that the degree of susceptibility to public information on waste management was much 
dependent on the level of interest in and personal effort devoted to household waste sorting. 
While the more ardent sorters among the study participants also stated to actively seek 
information on waste management, conversations with participants less active in sorting 
revealed a generally lower level of interest in accessing information on waste issues. What 
is more, if participants stated to sort primarily because of their access to curbside collection 
services, which, in turn, was often based on their housing circumstance, their interest to learn 
more about waste management, and which materials to sort, was found to be relatively low. 
Instead, they claimed that by following the waste management rules implemented in their 
house, they fulfilled their responsibilities and duties as a citizen, which reinforces the 
hypothesis of a single-action bias that was discussed above. 

Overall, the study brought to light rather divergent opinions of the quality and range of public 
information on waste sorting. Therefore, it is possibly of more interest to note that criticism 
of available information on waste sorting often went hand in hand with a considerable lack 
of trust in the authorities. Specifically, several participants indicated that they only recently 
became aware that plastic waste was exported for energy recovery through burning rather 
than brought to recycling facilities. Other participants stated that they were not even aware 
that the sorted fractions of post-consumer waste were not treated in Iceland, but were shipped 
abroad. Although information about the waste exports can be accessed through SORPA’s 
website, several participants felt excluded from full disclosure of waste management 
activities, blaming SORPA and the city of Reykjavík for not providing residents with 
comprehensive enough information about the processes along the supply chain. Again, the 
notion of having been betrayed by the authorities shows some tendency to shed responsibility 
for household waste management issues. 

In defense of the perceived lack of information and transparency, one participant remarked 
that it could also quickly become intrusive to provide consumers with an overload of 
information and guidelines. Overall, the results strongly suggested that there was probably 
no such thing as the right amount of information and the adequate degree of communication 
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to appeal to each and every one. On the contrary, the criticism of the prevailing management 
system for MSW clearly reflects that some participants spent nearly as much effort into 
making excuses for inaction than into actually engaging in household waste sorting. Still, 
for those interested in issues revolving around consumption and waste, this did not present 
a barrier to participation, but interestingly, a motivational force for being even more 
particular in their approach to waste sorting. This can be traced back to the desire to remain 
positive about the current state of waste management. Again, it might yet also lead back to 
the problem of single-action bias which was discussed earlier in this chapter.  

In conclusion, the present study brought to light that attitudes and behavioral intentions 
towards waste management among Reykjavík residents are highly complex. While 13 
individual themes could be constructed from the interview data, no one theme on its own 
could explain why participants engaged, or refrained from engaging, in sorting. Instead, the 
study revealed two distinct behavioral trends among study participants: On the one hand, 
many of the study participants seemed to have internalized the practice of sorting materials 
when generating waste. The reasons for this were manifold, ranging from concern for the 
environment and personal initiative to a general sense of order and control. On the other 
hand, other participants stated that waste sorting still felt rather alien to them, given the 
historical context and the lack of a systematic approach to household waste management in 
the past. Therefore, it could be made appealing to them only with the help of external 
incentives in the form of curbside collection and deposit refund schemes. Although these 
incentives facilitated participation in waste management schemes, they did not necessarily 
make the participants feel that it was their personal responsibility to engage in household 
waste management. 

There are several weaknesses and shortcomings of the study that need to be mentioned at 
this point. First of all, the research was carried out in English, which entailed that only 
participants with sufficient English skills could be interviewed. The one exception to this 
were P12a and P12b who did not speak English. With the help of a research assistant familiar 
to the participants, these were jointly interviewed by the researcher in Icelandic. It is 
important to note that P12a and P12b also happened to be the research participants who were 
found to be the least engaged in household waste sorting. According to their own accounts, 
they refrained from assuming responsibility for sorting activities that extended beyond the 
mandatory requirements in the absence of monetary incentives. At the same time, P12a and 
P12b were also the participants with the lowest level of education (compulsory) and a 
comparatively low household income (400,000-549,000 ÍSK per month). There is no 
denying that a more comprehensive understanding of the research problem would have been 
obtained by conducting more interviews with Icelanders with a lower socio-economic status. 
Therefore, due to the small sample size, this research might not have been able to capture all 
important patterns that shape the household waste management behavior of Reykjavík 
residents.  

Despite the narrow scope of the study, the findings can give general ideas about how to 
improve the overall management of MSW in the Icelandic capital area. Therefore, this study 
should be treated as exploratory and future studies should aim at validating the findings with 
a more rigorous research design.  
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 Policy and Future Research 
Recommendations 

Given present rates for recycling and landfilling of MSW, Iceland will need to make 
considerable changes to its waste management strategies in order to reach the targets set in 
the CEP. The key elements of the CEP include a binding cap on landfill of MSW to a 
maximum of 10% by 2035, and a common EU target to recycle at least 55% of MSW by 
2025, 60% by 2030 and 65% by 2035 (European Parliament, 2018). 

The diversification and extension of the local waste sorting infrastructure that has been 
spearheaded by SORPA and Reykjavíkurborg has been an important step towards increasing 
the quantities of sorted MSW from the Icelandic capital area. Specifically, this study 
confirmed that participation in household waste sorting is highly dependent on infrastructure 
in the form of easily accessible curbside collection schemes. However, as of 2018, curbside 
collection for recyclables is not mandatory in Reykjavík. This is also why, according to the 
findings of this study, certain fractions of waste, most notably plastics, metals and glass, are 
still being disposed of unsorted. Furthermore, unlike paper and cardboard, there do not exist 
any regulations to ban these materials from disposal. Thus, whether or not residents engage 
in waste sorting is considerably dependent on their own personal initiative as well as their 
general attitude to the items and materials they used in their daily lives. However, the results 
of this study also indicated that this attitude was often facilitated by awareness of the 
interrelations between Icelanders’ consumption and the Icelandic waste management 
system. 

Therefore, the findings give rise to the claim that, in order to further improve the prevailing 
waste sorting system in Reykjavík, there is a strong need for policies that combine a soft and 
hard approach to promote participation in waste sorting schemes. Education, in particular, 
seems to be the key to not only increasing environmental awareness, but also to foster 
appreciation of materials and resources. While issues revolving around waste and resource 
management are now widely taught in Icelandic schools, educational programs have to be 
geared towards raising awareness among all ages. Yet, it must not be forgotten that there is 
a difference between knowing and wanting to know. One cannot impose information on 
someone else if that person is not willing to listen, especially if the information is not clearly 
connected to incentives and consequences. 

Thus, given that external incentives in the form of monetary rewards were found to be crucial 
in order to motivate participants to engage in the separate collection of beverage containers 
in particular, a more sensible approach to resource use could be cultivated among the public 
through the enhanced use of incentives. Specifically, this could be done by providing all 
houses in the capital area with free curbside collection for recyclables, while at the same 
time, extending the listed of items and materials that are banned from landfill disposal. Yet 
another option that would be valuable to consider is the introduction of a greater number of 
single-stream recycling containers, which would further reduce the discomfort that is often 
associated with household waste sorting.  

However, at the end of the day, none of these approaches are really capable of getting to the 
root of the problems, which lies in the high per capita amounts of MSW generated by 
Icelandic households. Thus, all policy recommendations have to be mindful of the EU waste 
hierarchy, according to which recycling and energy recovery of materials from sorted waste 
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streams are inferior to re-use and waste prevention. Accordingly, policies pertaining to the 
management of household waste have to prioritize and support the re-use of products and 
highlight the need to prevent materials from becoming waste in the first place.  

Iceland has had a waste prevention programme (Saman gegn sóun – “Together against 
waste”) in place since 2016, which is targeted at households, in addition to the private and 
the public sectors (Umhverfis- og auðlindaráðuneytið, 2016). The programme focuses on six 
categories that are each prioritized for two years at a time: food (2016-2017), plastic 
(2018/2019), textiles (2020/2021), electronics (2022/2023), green buildings (2024/2025) 
and paper (2026/2027). These groups were chosen due to their appeal to the public, 
organisations, municipalities and businesses. In 2018 and 2019, the focus of the waste 
prevention programme was on plastic waste, with an emphasis on actions to reduce single 
use plastic packaging items in particular. And indeed, this seems reasonable given that only 
approximately 10% of the 5,000 tons of plastic waste annually generated in Iceland is 
recycled (Stefánsdóttir & Þorsteinsdóttir, 2017).  

In the form of the 2019 single-use plastics directive, which bans or restricts the 10 single-
use plastic products most often found in Europe’s marine waters and along its coastlines, 
also the European Commission devoted increased attention towards plastic (Reference, 
2018). As indicated above, bans on the sale or disposal of certain materials, such as single-
use plastics, can prove helpful to reach policy aims if people are unwilling to make the effort 
themselves. However, at the end of the day, the question remains how meaningful it really 
is to interchange these items with presumably more eco-friendly alternatives, if consumption 
levels and waste quantities remain the same?  

There is no denying that any demands for a more comprehensive approach to household 
waste management, whether in Iceland or elsewhere, can be compromised by the dynamics 
of the established economic model, which motivates people to consume more and companies 
to sell more. Thus, and as already indicated above, attention has to be devoted to, first and 
foremost, providing residents with education about the wider implications of their 
consumption patterns, both with regard to the impact on the domestic as well as the 
international environment. This is especially relevant given that most products and materials 
used by Icelandic consumers are imported, in addition to much of the waste being exported.  
Overall, the current state of waste calls for more interdisciplinary approaches to the 
relationship between material culture, daily life and the environment. While individual 
ethical and lifestyle choices matter, policy makers must produce holistic waste and resource 
management policies, including attempts to bring the idea of a circular economy closer to 
the general public.  
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 Conclusions 
The recovery of post-consumer waste products and items through material recycling or 
energy recovery can lessen the burden on landfills, which suggests that there is a potential 
for waste sorting to reduce the environmental impact in this way.  
Yet, as indicated in the introduction to this study, MSW constitutes only approximately 10% 
of the total amount of waste generated in Europe (Eurostat, 2018a). Meanwhile, the majority 
of waste is of industrial origin, coming from the mining, construction and trade sectors. In 
other words, most waste is generated at the manufacturing stage, completely hidden from 
the eye of the consumer.  

That said, the act of sorting household waste for recycling is relatively insignificant 
compared to other pro-environmental behaviors, such as, for example, following a plant-
based diet or refraining from travelling by air (Stern, 2000). Thus, how much sense does it 
actually make to devote our attention to sorting all the waste we generate whilst ignoring the 
bigger picture of our lifestyle choices?  
While it is necessary for the focus of waste policies to shift from the individual to decision-
makers, including political and business leaders, we must not forget that how we as 
individuals look at and approach our environment is ultimately a reflection of the bigger 
picture. If we are not willing to assume responsibility for our own household waste, how 
then shall we ever bring about the more systemic changes that are necessary to make our 
societies more resilient in the face of climate change, biodiversity loss, and resource 
depletion?  

Thus, to allow for a circular economy to develop, there needs to be a change not only in 
policy, but in the hearts, mindsets and motivations of society in general, rooted in an 
understanding of the interconnectedness of the global community and framed by the 
ecological limits of Earth.  
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Appendix: Interview Guide 
Project Title: Motivations and Barriers to Household Waste Sorting in Reykjavík: Toward 
Improved Understanding of Public Participation in MSW Management 

Discussion Topics: household waste sorting experience; motivation to sort household waste 
for recycling; sorting barriers; reduce, reuse, recycle 

Preamble: Participants will be asked to help with a research on household waste sorting and 
recycling in Reykjavík. While the University of Iceland and SORPA will be mentioned as 
research facilitators, it will be made clear that the interviews will only be used for academic 
research purposes. Prior to conducting the interviews, participants will be asked for their 
consent to take part in the study. The tone of the interview will be informal to ensure a 
relaxed environment.  

In order to understand their perceptions about household waste sorting and recycling, 
participants will be asked some or all of the questions below. However, the interview is only 
meant to guide the conversation. Neither exact wording nor the order of the questions are 
determined ahead of time.  

1. General living situation 
a. What type of household do you live in?  
b. How many people are you? 
c. What type of dwelling do you live in?  

i. Do you have access to a garden?  
ii. Do you have a balcony? 

d. Do you have a car? 
e. Do you have pets? 
f. How long have you lived in Reykjavík? 
g. Where have you lived before? 
h. Have you ever lived abroad for a longer period of time? 

 
2. Experience with Household Waste Sorting and Recycling 

a. Do you remember when you first learned about recycling? 
b. Do you know why it is necessary to sort waste for recycling? 
c. Are you aware of the difference between waste sorting and recycling? 
d. Are you generally aware of which of the products and materials that you use in 

your daily life are recyclable? 
e. What do you when you are not completely sure about the recyclability of a 

product or in what bin to put it?  
f. Do you think that SORPA and the city of Reykjavík provide enough information 

to households about waste sorting and recycling? 
i. Which sources of information do you usually use to get information 

related to recycling? 
g. Do you know what happens with your household waste after collection? 
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3. Daily waste sorting practices 
a. Tell me about your daily practices when it comes to sorting household waste. 
b. Who is in charge of waste sorting in your household? 

i. If there are children in the household, are they involved as well? 
c. Which materials do you sort? 

Note: Some or all of the following examples will be provided if the participants are reluctant 
to identify any particular products and materials. 

• Paper and cardboard 
• Plastic (plastic packaging and other plastic items) 
• Glass 
• Metals 
• Household products containing hazardous substances (e.g. medicines, 

cosmetics, batteries, light bulbs, etc.) 
• Beverage containers (bottles and cans) with a deposit fee 
• Broken electronic devices 
• Reusable items  

o Textiles  
o Furniture, electronic appliances, etc. 

• Wood  
• Garden residues 
• Broken glass, porcelain, tiles etc. 
• Candle wax  

 
d. Regardless of appropriate sorting, could you think of anything that might affect 

the quality of the separately collected materials and the process of recycling? 
e. Do you subject any of the materials that you sort separately from the general trash 

to any additional treatment before putting them into the appropriate bin? 
f. For example, do you know why people are so often being told to rinse out the 

milk cartons, and to fold them together, before putting them into the bin? 
g. What do you do with heavily contaminated materials, for example, a pizza 

cartons with leftover food and oil stains? 
 

4. Collection facilities and storage space 
a. What bins / reserved locations do you have inside the house to facilitate sorting? 
b. Do you think you have enough space to collect different types of materials 

separately? 
c. What type of bins do you have outside the house? 

Note: Some or all of the following questions will be asked if the participants are reluctant to 
identify any particular waste sorting scheme. 

• [Mandatory] grey bin (gráa tunnan) for mixed waste 
• Smaller (and cheaper) version of grey bin (spartunnan) for mixed waste 
• Blue bin (bláa tunnan) for paper and cardboard 
• Green bin (græna tunnan) for plastic 
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• Recycling bin (endurvinnslutunnan) from Gámaþjónustan for different types 
of recyclables (including paper, cardboard, beverage cartons, metals, and 
plastic packaging) 

• Green bin (græna tunnan) from Íslenska Gámafélagið for different types of 
recyclables (including paper, cardboard, beverage cartons, metals, and plastic 
packaging) 

• Composting bin for home composting of food scraps and other biodegradable 
materials 
 

d. Why is it that you do not have any other bins in addition to the …? 
i. Who in your house is in charge of managing the collection of household 

waste?  
ii. Do you know whom to contact to order additional bins? 

iii. Do you know which options you have? 
iv. Do you know how much you pay (or have to pay) for being provided with 

access to curbside recycling and the associated collection of the bins? 
v. Can it happen that the bins are full before they are being collected? 

vi. What do you do if such a situation arises? 
 

e. Do you know of any possibilities to drop off sorted household waste in your own 
neighborhood? 

i. Do you make use of the drop-off stations in the neighborhood? 
ii. How often do you go there? 

 
f. Do you make use of SORPA’s recycling centers? 

i. Are you familiar with the services provided in SORPA’s recycling 
centers? 

ii. Which materials do you bring there? 
iii. How often do you go there? 

 
5. Consumption  

a. When do you consider an item or material being waste? 
b. Regardless of what type of bin is made use of, what would you say typically leads 

you to dispose of a product?  
i. When do you really see no other way other than disposing of a product? 

c. Does recyclability influence your decision to purchase or not purchase a product 
(both with regard to the product itself and its packaging)? 

d. Have you heard about the concept of waste prevention? 
e. What do you think about Icelanders’ consumption? 


