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Perhaps the most important finding from this research, 
for frontcountry, campground, and staff samples, is that 
visitor and staff attitudes, norms, behavioral intentions, and 
behaviors are largely aligned with proper disposal of waste 
and recyclable material in the parks. 

Despite visitors’ persistently low awareness of the Zero Landfill Initiative (ZLI) by name, the data suggests 
that visitors are inclined to engage in environmentally responsible behaviors that benefit and protect 
national parks. Furthermore, the data reveals that moral norms and ease are important for park visitors 
and could be targeted in future ZLI messaging in parks and surrounding communities, online, on signage, 
and in other printed materials. Such messages could reinforce visitors’ sense of “the right thing to do” in 
national parks and surrounding areas, as well as focus on how easy it is to help the parks. Additional high-
level findings:

Overall, respondents strongly disagreed with 
the notion that recycling in national parks is 
useless, and that recycling in national parks 

takes too much time. 

‘Avoid the purchase of items in the park that 
cannot be reused or recycled’ was considered 

by respondents to be the most difficult 
behavior to perform. 

BENEFICIAL

EASY EASY

USELESS

DIFFICULT DIFFICULT

Respondents strongly disagreed with the 
notion that recycling and trash disposal are 

inconvenient, nor do they consider trash 
disposal and recycling to be confusing.

‘Sort my waste items between recycling 
and trash while in the park,’ was 

considered by respondents to be the 
easiest behavior to perform. 

CONVIENT & 
CLEAR

INCONVENIENT & 
CONFUSING

PROPER 
DISPOSAL 











9
  |  STU

D
Y

 O
N

E  |  IM
P

LIC
A

T
IO

N
S

  |  2
0

17

Having the right messages in place, accessed prior 
to a visit and/or seen by visitors on-site, can lead to 
greater compliance and appropriate waste disposal 
and recycling.

COMPLIANCENON-COMPLIANT

Moral norms are an important construct, and could 
be leveraged for effective messaging to park 
visitors (eliciting a sense of responsibility, feelings 
of guilt, etc.).

LEVERAGE MORAL NORMSNO MORAL NORMS MENTIONED

Results suggest that messages focusing on the ease 
of proper waste disposal/recycling may be effective 
at aligning visitor behavior with ZLI goals.

FOCUS ON EASE OF DISPOSALSTRICTLY FACTS

Vendors/concessions can play a more active 
role in educating visitors (e.g., at point of 
purchase) about which items can be recycled 
versus those items which must go to landfill. 

VENDOR MESSAGINGNO MESSAGING

Results indicate that when visitors are less engaged 
with waste/recycling infrastructure, they are less 
likely to properly dispose of materials. More visually 
engaging signage is likely warranted on and around 
the infrastructure, both to capture visitor attention 
and to influence proper disposal. 

CAPTURE ATTENTIONLESS ENGAGED
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The primary purpose of this study was to better understand how 
park managers and partners can achieve waste management goals 
through effective direct and indirect management strategies for 
NPS campground visitors and NPS and concession staff. This study 
explored specific campground visitor (campers) perceptions (i.e., 
attitudes, normative beliefs, intent) and behaviors towards waste, 
and proper disposal of waste, in select national park campgrounds 
participating in the ZLI, and also explored perceptions (i.e., attitudes, 
normative beliefs, intent) and reported behaviors of NPS and park 
concession staff. The camper investigation was carried out through 
direct visitor observation paired with visitor surveys at campgrounds 
in Yosemite National Park (YOSE), Grand Teton National Park 
(GRTE), and Denali National Park and Preserve (DENA); the NPS and 
concession staff investigation in each park was facilitated via an 
online survey. 

2018
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To explore camper perceptions and behaviors, researchers stratified sampling 
across the selected park units over a three-month period in summer of 2018. 
Approximately 20-24 days of sampling were allotted for data collection in each 
park. A total of N = 1292 surveys (paired and nth surveys) were completed with 
campers, and N = 456 paired observations were obtained. NPS and concession 
staff attitudes, beliefs, self-reported behaviors, and behavioral intentions were 
explored via an online survey administered over an approximately two-week 
period during the summer/early fall of 2018. A total of N = 921 surveys (NPS 
staff N = 494; concession staff N = 427) were completed.  

While numerous findings in this study are noteworthy, perhaps most 
notable is that the attitudes, norms, and behaviors of campers included in 
this sample largely aligned with proper disposal of waste and recyclable 
materials in national parks. Regardless of low camper awareness of the ZLI, 
the data suggested that campground visitors are predisposed to engage in 
environmentally responsible behaviors that benefit and protect national parks. 
Additionally, data revealed that both NPS and concession staff attitudes, beliefs, 
reported behaviors, and behavioral intent also align with the goals of ZLI, and 
staff are similarly predisposed to engage in behaviors that benefit parks. 
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This research examined the efficacy 
of data-driven messaging placed on 
waste infrastructure in frontcountry 
and campground sites in Yosemite 
National Park (YOSE), Grand Teton 
National Park (GRTE), and Denali 
National Park and Preserve (DENA).

2019

The specific data collection locations used in 2019 were the same ones used in 2017 and 2018. 
Messages were designed using communication and behavioral theories and data from the 2017 and 
2018 studies. The frontcountry and campground messages were deployed through an experimental 
design to determine the efficacy of data-driven communication for influencing park visitor waste and 
recycling behavior.

The treatment signage significantly affected frontcountry visitor interaction with infrastructure, and the 
ease treatment significantly increased campers’ proper disposal of waste in campgrounds. While the 
treatments did not produce significant effects on all of the attitudes or behaviors under examination 
in this study, the persuasive message treatments have the potential to increase engagement and 
elaboration (i.e., process of scrutinizing and contemplating information, which is key to attitude, and 
ultimately behavior change) in visitors regarding proper waste/recycling behaviors (frontcountry), 
and can significantly increase proper disposal of waste and recycling materials (campgrounds). 








