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Introduction: 
Ads and messages that convey positive social behavior (descriptive norms) are a 

powerful way of encouraging individual adherence to certain social rules. For example, if 
a hotel guest is informed that 65% of her fellow guests reuse bath towels, than she is 
much more likely to reuse bath towels. According to behavioral psychologist Robert 
Cialdini, "norm-based persuasive communications are likely to have their best effects 
when communicators align descriptive and injunctive normative messages to work in 
tandem rather than in competition with one another"(Cialdini, pg 108). In other words, 
effective messaging will make use of both injunctive and descriptive norms.  

This project applies our knowledge of behavioral psychology to a real-world 
situation at Williams College. Specifically, descriptive norms are used to encourage 
better composting practices in Williams' Dining halls. The observations I made reveal 
that thoughtful messaging could improve composting practices at either dining  hall.  
Setting: 



 
Figure 1: View of Composting Area at Mission Dining Hall 

Disposal of food waste is a serious issue at an institution as large as Williams 
College. At both Mission and Driscoll Dining halls there is room for improving 
composting practices. Only 76% of students who dine at Mission compost their food 
scraps, and some do not compost effectively (Table 1). Various signs have been placed 
near the compost bins instructing diners on composting etiquette (Figures 2 - 4). 
However, these signs only make use of injunctive messaging. Furthermore, several of 
the signs inaccurately instruct students to place compostable cups and napkins into a 
trash barrel.  



 
Figure 2: Existing Composting Sign in Mission Dining Hall 

 
Figure 3: Existing Composting Sign in Mission Dining Hall  



 
Figure 4: Existing Composting Sign in Driscoll Dining Hall  
Methods:  

On four occasions between 4/28/2013 and 5/3/2013 I observed students clearing 
their plates in Mission Dining Hall. Positioned as unobtrusively as possible, I recorded 
the percentage of students who cleared their food scraps into the composting bin. Since 
some students make only a token effort to clear their plates, I also recorded the 
percentage of students who cleared approximately 75% or more of their food scraps. In 
evaluating how thoroughly a student cleared their plate, I was forced to rely on visual 
estimation. These observations are recorded in Table 1.  

On three occasions between 5/4/2013 and 5/9/2013 I observed students clearing 
their plates in Driscoll Dining Hall. My Methods were the same as in Mission Dining Hall, 
but I did not observe the percentage of students who cleared approximately 75% or 
more of their food scraps. As in Mission, remaining unobtrusive was a priority; Driscoll 
Dining Hall's composting area is smaller, and I was unable to clearly view students' 
plates after they were cleared of food scraps. These observations are recorded in Table 
2. 

On 5/9/2013 I selected a new sign to be hung in both Dining halls (Figure 4). The 
selected sign is relatively simplistic, uses bright colors, and conveys a descriptive 
normative message. The selection was based on discussion with seven Williams 
students pulled at random from the Mission Dining Hall on that same day. Additionally, 
informal feedback from classmates in Renewable Energy and Sustainable Campus 
suggested that a simplistic and eye-catching sign would be most appropriate.  

On 5/9/2013 I hung two copies of the sign in Mission Dining Hall and two copies 
in Driscoll Dining Hall. The sign was positioned alongside the existing, injunctive 
messages and in close proximity to the composting area (Figures 5 - 6).  

On four occasions between 5/10/2013 and 5/12/2013 I again observed students 
clearing their plates in Mission Dining  Hall. Using the same methodology as in previous 



observations, I recorded the percentage of students who cleared their food scraps into 
the composting bin. These observations are recorded in Table 3. I similarly observed 
students clearing their plates in Driscoll Dining Hall on 5/11/2013 and 5/13/2013. These 
observations are also recorded in Table 3. 

 
Figure 5: Trial Sign Alongside Existing Sign in Driscoll Dining Hall  



 
Figure 6: Trial Sign in Mission Dining Hall  
Results:  
Table 1: Composting Practices at Mission Dining Hall  
  Sunday 

Brunch 
4/28/13 

Sunday 
Dinner 
4/28/13 

Friday 
Lunch 
5/3/13 

Friday 
Dinner 
5/3/13 

% of 
students 
composting 

66%   
(33/50) 

80% 
(40/50) 

70% 
(35/50) 

72% 
(36/50) 

+75% 
composted 

25/33 35/40 29/35 33/36 

Table 2: Composting Practices at Driscoll Dining Hall  
 Saturday 

Lunch 5/4/13 
Monday 
Dinner 
5/6/2013 

Thursday 
Dinner 5/9/13 

% of students 72% 60% 84% 



composting (36/50) (30/50) (42/50) 
Table 3: Composting Practices With Trial Signs 

 Mission 
Friday 
Lunch 
5/10/13 

Mission 
Friday 
Dinner 
5/10/13 

Mission 
Sunday 
Brunch 
5/12/13 

Mission 
Sunday 
Dinner  
5/12/13 

Driscoll 
Saturday 
Lunch  
5/11/13 

Monday 
Dinner 
Driscoll 
5/13/13 

% of 
students 
composting 

70% 
(35/50) 

76% 
(38/50) 

76% 
(38/50) 

82% 
(41/50) 

88% 
(44/50) 

80% 
(40/50) 

Discussion: 
The data in Table 3 reveals modest success. In most cases, the trial signs 

improved students' composting habits. Overall, the signs had the greatest impact at 
Driscoll Dining Hall. Of particular interest is Driscoll’s lunch on saturday (5/11/13) when 
88% of observed students composted their food scraps. The trial signs I hung in driscoll 
were placed very prominently placed - students were clearly impacted by the presence 
of the sign, if not the message. Furthermore, Driscoll Dining Hall placed a new sign 
(Figure 5) in the composting area fairly recently (though not one making use of 
descriptive norms). 

 Initially, only 74% of students composted their food scraps at Mission Dining Hall 
(on average) and 72% at Driscoll Dining Hall. The average percentage of students who 
composted their food scraps after the trial signs were implemented was 76% at Mission 
Dining Hall and 84% at Driscoll Dining Hall. This represents a significant improvement 
over the initial rate. 

There are several important factors to consider when evaluating the efficacy of 
these signs. Students may have been impacted simply by the 'newness' of the signs; in 
a few weeks, students may revert to their old composting habits. At Mission Dining Hall, 
composting is often impeded by long lines and a crowded composting area. However, in 
the long run, we would expect at least a minimal improvement in students' composting 
behavior should the trial signs remain in place. This experiment demonstrates the 
effectiveness of descriptive norms. Given the result of this report, Williams Dining 
Services should consider implementing permanently a similar message.  
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