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Overview

Keeping Singapore clean has always been the priority of the National 
Environment Agency (NEA). We have made much progress over the years, 
but as Singapore's population grows amid changing demographics, 
littering remains a concern.

To understand the behavioural factors that cause people to litter, the NEA 
commissioned a sociological study in 2009 involving a panel of experts 
who investigated the littering problem and recommended strategies 
to promote the act of binning. A key finding of the year-long study is 
that 62.6% of the public always bin their rubbish, whereas 36.2% are 
situational binners who do so only when it is convenient. Our outreach 
strategy seeks to encourage the latter group to do the right thing by 
binning their litter and at the same time remind the majority to continue 
binning their litter and be good role models.

Launched in June 2010, the NEA's new national anti-littering campaign 
is based on the findings of the sociological study. This campaign is 
an integrated strategy that combines stricter enforcement, better 
infrastructure and outreach efforts that target specific groups of 
litterbugs such as smokers, youths and foreign workers. Apart from raising 
awareness of the penalties for littering, the campaign seeks to promote 
the act of binning as a positive social value and ropes in role models such 
as mothers who influence the behaviour of their family members.

Our goal is to ultimately persuade the 4 in 10 of the population who still 
litter to bin their rubbish and reduce this group by 10% by 2015. In the 
same period, we aim to reduce the amount of litter per square metre in 
current littering hotspots by 20%.

The sociological study and resulting campaign reflect our goal of making 
Singapore a clean city. We urge all Singaporeans and foreign guests to 
support the campaign and take a proactive stance by taking litterbugs 
to task so that we can all enjoy a cleaner and more pleasant living 
environment.
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Summary of key findings

Who are the 
litterbugs?

In the quantitative survey of the sociological study, 62.6% of 
respondents reported that they “never litter”, whereas 1.2% 
of respondents admitted to littering “most of the time”. The 
remaining 36.2% can be described as Situational Binners who 
realise it is anti-social to litter but may still do so out of convenience 
or because they do not expect to be caught and fined.

What is littering? In the minds of survey respondents, there was a strong consensus 
(above 95%) that throwing tissue, cigarette butts, flyers, receipts, 
unfinished food items, disposable utensils, food wrappers, empty 
containers and small plastic bags onto the ground constitute 
littering.

However, there was less consensus on whether certain other 
acts constitute littering. Only 79.9% of respondents agreed that 
not picking up serviettes blown away by the wind is a form of 
littering, while only 68% regarded the act of leaving one's trash 
on a park table after a BBQ as littering. Many also do not regard 
leaving trash by the side of overflowing bins, discarding used 
parking coupon tabs or leaving unwanted items near lift landings 
as littering.

Why do people 
litter?

The qualitative component of the study revealed the following 
reasons cited by people for littering:

• convenience
• habit or laziness
• differing definitions over what constitutes littering
• smokers see flicking cigarette butts as part of their culture

The top three reasons cited by litterbugs for why they litter 
were:

• insufficient availability of litter bins (47.6%)
• laziness (27.9%)
• out of habit (7.1%)

Keeping 
Singapore 
clean – who is 
responsible?

The quantitative component of the study found that:

• from a generalised perspective, most respondents (91.3%) felt  
   that keeping public spaces clean should be a shared 
   responsibility.
• however, when asked whose responsibility it is to keep specific 
   shared public spaces clean, most respondents expect the 
   Government to be responsible. Only a minority expressed the 
   notion of shared responsibility in this regard.
• one finding of interest was that students reported a greater 
   sense of shared responsibility and were more likely to perceive   
   that both citizens and the Government should share the  
   burden of keeping public spaces clean.
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The power of 
informal social 
support

Peer or family influence was found to be a significant factor in 
determining whether one litters. The quantitative component 
found that:

• those with a close family member or close friend who          
  disapproves of littering or does not litter are less likely to litter.

Findings on 
specific target 
groups

Smokers revealed that it is culturally acceptable and even expected 
among themselves to “flick the cigarette butt after smoking.” A 
higher percentage of smokers also admitted to littering compared 
to non-smokers.

Students were more likely to litter compared to adults. This is 
likely due to the fact that adults have accepted and internalised 
the norm that littering is not a socially acceptable behaviour. 
Other findings include:

• men tend to see littering as a petty issue.
• females fear the stigma of being regarded as litterbugs and
   value the need to set a good example for their children.
• youths appear more nonchalant about the impact of littering.
• older people appear more apologetic about littering.

Findings on 
anti-littering 
strategies

Interviews with many litterbugs revealed that they do not think 
they would be caught for littering. However, litterbugs revealed 
that the presence of a visible enforcement officer in uniform 
would have the greatest deterrent effect on them. A majority 
(73.3%) also agreed that Corrective Work Orders (CWOs) are 
effective in deterring littering. CWO offenders interviewed 
described the CWO as very embarrassing and the process of 
attending court as unpleasant.

In terms of outreach and communication strategies, the study 
suggests three areas for improvement:

• draw more attention to the punitive aspect of littering: 
   enforcement and fines.
• develop specific messages aimed at different target groups 
   such as students, youths, smokers and the general public. 
• engage key influencers such as mothers and friends.

The study also indicated that more facilities such as litter bins with 
ashtrays should be provided for the proper disposal of cigarette 
butts by smokers. Litter bins could also be better repositioned to 
maximise their usage.
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Singapore Clean 
Keeping

Progress From The Past To The Present



Everybody can see the point of a neat home, clean kitchen, clean food and 
healthy children. But responsibility stops too often at the doorstep. We 
must create a public awareness of everyone's duty to keeping Singapore 
clean. We can and will achieve higher standards by first improving 
cleansing services and second everyone, at home, at school and at work, 
is making his effort to see that waste, rubbish and litter goes into proper 
bins for the cleansing workers to regularly collect. 

As standards of social behaviour rise, so social pressures will increase 
against anti-social behaviour of the unthinking or the incorrigible. The 
road shall not be littered. Drains are not dumping grounds for refuse. The 
public park is your own garden, and must be kept spruce and green for 
your own and everybody else's enjoyment. Lifts, staircases, passageways 
of either homes or offices are extensions of the home. Everybody can 
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learn and acquire the habit of treating common user areas as one's own 
home, to be kept clean and maintained. And new laws have been passed 
to assist in inculcating these new habits even on the erring few.

We have built, we have progressed. But no other hallmark of success will 
be more distinctive than that of achieving our position as the cleanest 
and greenest city in South Asia. It requires organisation to keep the 
community cleaned and trimmed particularly when the population has 
a density of 8,500 persons per square mile. And it requires a people 
conscious of their responsibilities, not just to their own families, but also 
to their neighbours and all others in the community who will be affected 
by their thoughtless anti-social behaviour. Only a people proud of their 
community performance, feeling for the well-being of their fellow 
citizens, can keep up high personal and public standards of hygiene. 

Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew, in a speech during the inauguration of 
the 'Keep Singapore Clean' Campaign on 1 October 1968.
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Introduction
Clean and green. This is how one could describe Singapore's urban 
environment today, where the streets are largely free of litter and litter 
bins are regularly emptied and maintained. The island's present reputation 
for clean streets and neighbourhoods is often taken for granted, but 
this achievement is in fact the result of a long and sustained series of 
policies and programmes introduced in the decades following Singapore's 
independence as a nation. 

Today, the cleansing of public roads and pavements is largely carried 
out by contractors engaged by the National Environment Agency (NEA), 
whose officers conduct regular audits to ensure that the cleansing works 
are carried out satisfactorily and according to schedule. The cleansing of 
public roads is also highly mechanised, involving the use of mechanical 
road sweepers and ride-on mechanical pavement sweepers. In addition, 
the NEA carries out cleansing operations in certain private estates and 
public areas throughout Singapore.

Uncollected rubbish at Park Road, 1964.
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Litter in the Lion City
If you were to take a time machine back to Singapore in the early 1960s, 
the city would present a vastly different landscape. As you walk down 
the streets, your eyes and other senses would often come across scenes 
of unsightly mess. Litter was strewn over many pavements and garbage 
overflowed onto the roadsides due to irregular and unsanitary waste 
disposal regimes. Improper disposal of litter also posed a public health 
hazard, as this provided breeding grounds for disease-carrying vermin 
such as rats, flies and mosquitoes.

The cleansing infrastructure in the early 1960s was a primitive affair. 
There were few, if any, litter bins for the public to dispose of their trash. 
Bulk refuse bins were available in designated areas such as vacant land 
and side roads, but careless and irresponsible behaviour often led to 
these areas becoming public dump sites. 

Street cleansing during the 1960s was a highly labour-intensive affair. 
Street cleaners then used crude tools and cumbersome methods, pushing 
large wooden handcarts along the road to bring their sweepings to 
designated bin points. Their duties were hampered by the widespread 
nature of unsavoury habits such as spitting, indiscriminate 
littering and illegal dumping. 

Keeping the streets clean and educating the 
public on the need to keep their living 
environment litter-free was therefore 
one of the foremost challenges faced 
by a newly independent nation. 
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A street cleaner cleans refuse at Lorong Lalat (Lane of Flies) during the launch of a spring cleaning campaign in 1964.
Thereafter the road was renamed Jalan Berseh (Clean Road).
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Cleaner streets, stronger community

Apart from its impact on public health standards, littering was also a 
social problem that affected the well-being of the community. Cleaning 
up the country was a vital task for a young nation seeking to instil a 
strong sense of civic pride and belonging in its citizens. The Government 
recognised the social and psychological dimensions of litter-free streets as 
well as their value in boosting national morale and motivating the people 
to strive for excellence. Apart from contributing to a more pleasant and 
safe living environment, a clean and litter-free Singapore was valued for 
its role in boosting the economy's competitive advantage by attracting 
tourists, foreign talents and investors. 

The cost of removing litter from public spaces was also several times that 
of domestic refuse removal. Thus, it made sense to encourage people to 
stop littering in order to reduce the financial burden of these acts on 
public resources.  

Having established sound reasons to transform Singapore into one of 
the world's cleanest countries, the Government set out to turn what was 
once a deplorable urban mess into a world class city famed for litter-free 
streets and a clean living environment. To a large extent, this goal has 
been achieved within the lifetime of a generation, thanks to a strategic 
formula that involved four key components: 

• the development of a modern and effective cleansing infrastructure  
 that reflects the needs of the community;

• the provision of good and reliable public cleansing services and daily  
 refuse collection;

• introduction and enforcement of effective legislation; and 

• educating the public on the importance of not littering.
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To combat littering, the Government placed adequate numbers of litter 
bins at convenient spots in public places as well as carried out regular 
emptying and disposal of the bins' contents. The concern for detail even 
extended to the provision of small boxes at bus stops in which commuters 
could easily dispose of their used tickets instead of discarding them on the 
ground. These measures made it easy for the public to comply with new 
anti-littering regulations introduced in 1968.

At present, the NEA has about 6,000 litter bins deployed all over the island, 
with an average of one bin every 5-25 metres. The design and placement 
of the bins is regularly reviewed to maximise their usage and street 
cleanliness. For instance, a smoking ban at bus shelters introduced in 2005 
led to the relocation of bins outside the bus shelters so that smokers can 
easily dispose of their ash and stubs. 

To prevent bins from overflowing, the minimum designed capacity is 150 
litres and emptying is carried out at least once a day. The NEA also installs 
screen disposal areas to cater to large trash volumes at major outdoor 
events.

1 The route to clean streets: 
Developing Singapore's cleansing infrastructure

The NEA has about 6,000 litter bins deployed all over the island, with an average of one bin every 5-25 metres. 
The minimum designed capacity is 150 litres and emptying is carried out at least once a day to prevent bins from 
overflowing.
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Street cleaners in the 1960s were daily-rated workers paid for every day of 
labour performed. To improve the frequency and regularity of cleansing 
work, Singapore's labour law was amended in 1968 to give cleaners who 
work on a Sunday or public holiday a day off in lieu or additional pay. 
Thanks to this move, Singapore has since enjoyed a daily public cleansing 
regime, with the streets swept and refuse collected every day, including 
weekends and public holidays. 

Also popularly known as the 'broom brigade', street cleaners are assigned 
a 'beat' or stretch of road each, which can span between two and five 
kilometres. Each cleaner is responsible for keeping his or her beat clear 
of litter and other public health nuisances. The task also includes clearing 
the drains of litter to prevent chokages. 

2 Sweeping changes: 
The start of a modern cleansing regime

The task of street cleaners, who were each assigned a 'beat' or stretch of road to keep clean, included clearing drains 
of litter to prevent chokages.

13  / Keeping Singapore Clean



From broom to vroom: mechanising the sweep

As Singapore industrialised and offered more choices for employment, 
it became more difficult to hire people to be street cleaners. Hence, the 
Government introduced mechanical sweepers in 1972 to help relieve 
the labour crunch, as each sweeper could perform the work of 30 to 40 
workers. 

Today, a mix of mechanical sweepers and manual labour is used to cleanse 
the streets as not all roads and pavements are accessible for the machines. 
In fact, many street fixtures such as lampposts, signs and benches had 
to be reconfigured or relocated before mechanical sweepers could be 
introduced so that the wheeled sweepers can move without obstruction. 

Emptying and disposal of trash from bins is carried out daily, along with 
sweeping and litter picking at bus stops and bus shelters. Other regular 
cleansing tasks include sweeping and litter picking of roads, pavements, 
overhead bridges and underpasses, backlanes and public beaches. Special 
attention is also given to high density areas such as Orchard Road, Little 
India, Geylang and Chinatown, where litter picking may be done as often 
as hourly. 

Private contractors have also been roped in to provide public cleansing 
services. By opening the door to private sector involvement, there are 
gains in efficiency due to competition and at present, about 80% of 
public cleansing services in Singapore are done by private companies. The 
rest is performed by daily rated workers employed by the NEA who also 
maintain the cleanliness of 52 private estates.

Today, mechanical road sweepers cleanse the streets while manual cleaning is carried out in areas not accessible 
to machines. 
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To tackle the littering scourge by making it an offence that incurs a fine and 
personal inconvenience, the Government introduced the Environmental 
Public Health Act (EPHA) in 1968. This new legislation was necessary as 
earlier public health regulations from the colonial era dealt mainly with 
the control of epidemics and infectious diseases rather than the cleanliness 
of the environment. 

The EPHA drew up rules and standards for public health, while taking into 
account the prevailing socio-economic conditions and the behaviour of 
the people. Littering is addressed in Part III (Public Cleansing), which deals 
with the cleansing of streets, the collection and disposal of refuse and 
the cleanliness of public places. Containing full provisions against littering 
and the indiscriminate disposal of refuse, the Act made it an offence to 
litter, which was defined to include the throwing or leaving behind of 
bottles, paper, food containers, food and cigarette butts. The spilling of 
noxious and offensive matter (such as spit and faecal matter) was also 
declared an offence.  

To improve the cleanliness of building compounds, the EPHA requires the 
owners of apartments and industrial complexes to install at their own 
expense adequate facilities for refuse collection and disposal. Though 
controversial at first, one provision that has likely proven instrumental 
in battling litter is the presumption clause, which presumed that any 
litter or refuse found on the frontage of a premises was deposited by the 
occupiers of the building.

3 Anti-littering 
laws with bite

Heavy fines and the corrective work order are among the penalties for littering in Singapore.
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Putting the pressure on litterbugs

On the ground, the anti-littering laws were implemented without fear or 
favour by officers who were expected to be firm, but fair, in enforcing the 
rules. Individuals who unknowingly drop litter would be given a chance to 
pick up after themselves, for instance, whereas those who chuck litter on 
purpose would be summoned to appear before a court and face charges. 
Offenders who failed to show up faced arrest. Strict enforcement and 
the real pain of a hefty fine and personal inconvenience were deemed 
necessary to send a deterrent message that littering was a real public 
health menace and that the authorities were serious about tackling this 
problem. 

The new anti-littering laws were widely publicised during the inaugural 
'Keep Singapore Clean' campaign in 1968. However, during the campaign 
month, the authorities took a more lenient stance to give the public time 
to become accustomed to the anti-littering laws. Those caught littering or 
disposing of refuse improperly were not penalised but merely given stern 
warnings of the legal consequences, so that there would be no room for 
excuses when the rules were firmly enforced after the campaign.  

After the campaign period, recalcitrant adult offenders were prosecuted 
to the full extent of the law and their names published in the press to 
shame them and raise awareness of the consequences of littering. Young 
litterbugs were reported to their schools and punished by having them 
clean up their school compounds. 

This 1973 photograph shows a long line of litterbugs waiting to face littering charges in court. These men were fined 
between $15 and $65 each by the magistrate.
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Hitting litterbugs where it hurts

Cleaning up after: Corrective Work Orders

Corrective Work Orders expose littering offenders to the impact of their act and the challenges faced by 
cleaners to keep the island litter-free. 

At present, first-time littering offenders who discard small pieces of  litter 
such as sweet wrappers, cigarette butts and parking coupon tabs are liable 
for a $300 composition fine. Repeat littering offenders and first-time 
offenders who throw larger items such as plastic bags, food wrappers 
and drink cups will be sent to court where they may be imposed with a 
Corrective Work Order (CWO) and/or a fine not exceeding $1,000. 

Possibly the most well-known legislation to combat litterbugs is the CWO. 
Introduced in 1992, this measure prevents serial and serious offenders 
from getting away by simply paying a fine. Instead, they are made to 
perform cleansing work in public areas such as housing estates, parks 
and beaches for periods of up to three hours, with a total work order 
period of up to 12 hours. Alongside the punitive element, the CWOs 
expose offenders to the impact of their act and the difficulties faced by 
regular cleaners in maintaining the cleanliness of the island. 
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Better public cleansing would not result in cleaner streets if people 
continue to litter indiscriminately. Thus, the drive to improve public 
cleansing services goes hand-in-hand with an ongoing effort to instil a 
sense of civic consciousness and social responsibility among the public. 

The first concerted programme to educate Singaporeans on littering was 
the 'Keep Singapore Clean' campaign. Launched in October 1968, the 
month-long campaign aimed to persuade every individual not to litter in 
the streets, drains and other public places as well as inform citizens of the  
consequences of littering through the mass media. The new anti-littering 
laws and penalties for breaching them were also well publicised over the 
media during the campaign. 

During the campaign period, jingles, documentaries, short films and slides 
were broadcast daily over the TV and radio to convey the anti-littering 
message. Posters, banners and educational pamphlets in the four official 
languages were distributed and put up throughout the city, while a 
travelling exhibition spread the word to inhabitants of rural outskirts. 
The campaign message even appeared on potential litter such as postal 
items, utility bills and cinema tickets. 

The campaign reached out to every segment of society, from 
housewives and civil servants to employers and businesses. Petrol 
stations handed out car stickers with the 'Keep Singapore Clean' slogan. 
Government representatives and grassroots leaders made house calls 
at neighbourhoods across the island and led estate cleaning exercises 
to publicise the campaign. Even Members of Parliament rolled up their 
sleeves to join volunteer 'broomstick brigades' in cleaning up the common 
areas of their constituencies. 

4 Educating 
the public

More than 500 students from the 
University of Singapore added 
their creativity to the 'Keep 
Clean' drive in 1969. Donning 
brightly coloured sweaters, jeans 
and sneakers or dressing up as 
brooms and flies, the students 
built an anti-littering theme float 
for their rag and flag procession 
to raise funds for charity.
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Being at an impressionable age, children were a priority audience for the 
campaign, which sought to impress upon young people the importance of 
desirable lifelong habits. Health officers, school inspectors and principals 
held talks on cleanliness to students, while poster design and essay 
competitions were organised just for school children. In classes, teachers 
gave daily reminders against littering.  

The 'Keep Singapore Clean' campaign, which was repeated annually 
until 1988, resulted in a visible improvement in the island's cleanliness. 
Over time, a majority of Singaporeans became aware of the harmful 
effects of littering and supported the campaign's goal of a litter-free 
island. To a large extent, the campaign succeeded in making it common 
knowledge that indiscriminate littering and dumping were acts that cost 
the community dear and would not be tolerated by the authorities. 

Residents, including children, and members of the Ang Mo Kio Citizens' Consultative Committee cleaned 17 blocks of 
flats in the estate on 3 December 1977. 
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Getting the people involved

The Government also launched competitions to select the cleanest offices, 
shops, restaurants, markets, factories, government buildings and schools. 
The flipside of this 'beauty contest' was that the public could submit 
entries for the dirtiest premises, which were 'named and shamed' for 
their appalling environment.

Subtle social pressure and censure was also employed via 'candid camera' 
style photographs and films of places where litter was rampant. Members 
of the public caught in the act of littering were held up as bad examples 
not to be emulated. 

Grassroots leaders and government representatives leading the call to action during the 'Keep Singapore Clean' campaign.
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By the 1980s, there was a growing appreciation of the need to care for 
the environment and Singaporeans had become more willing to actively 
participate and play a role in keeping their surroundings in good shape. 
Thus, the Ministry of the Environment adopted a fresh approach to its 
public education effort by unveiling the Clean and Green Week in 1990. 

Combining the elements of the 'Keep Singapore Clean' and 'Garden City' 
campaigns (the latter began in 1968 to promote Singapore as a tropical 
garden city), Clean and Green Week takes place every November and 
embraces themes that encourage environmental social responsibility on 
the part of individuals as well as organisations. The overarching theme of 
environmental ownership and partnership with fellow citizens and other 
stakeholders was strengthened when the campaign was relaunched 
as a year-long initiative called Clean and Green Singapore in 2007. This 
sustained effort seeks to inspire Singaporeans to take simple steps to 
show their care for the environment and make healthy habits such as 
binning a part of their daily lives. 

Litter remained a core concern of programmes such as the Cleanest 
Estate Competition, which ran from 1995 to 2002. This event, which 
pitted Housing & Development Board (HDB) estates against each other in 
a bid to win the title of the cleanest estate, provided residents with the 
motivation to prevent littering and keep their neighbourhoods spick and 
span. Each estate was judged on criteria such as its physical appearance, 
the presence of litter in common areas, incidents of killer litter, vandalism 
and illegal dumping of bulky refuse. 

Keeping Singapore Clean and Green

When it becomes our second nature to keep our environment 
clean and green, it would also be in our nature to be considerate 
to others by maintaining the environment noise-free, stench-free 
and irritation-free… I am confident we can succeed because we all 
keep our homes neat, tidy and clean even though the anti-littering 
laws do not apply there. We have it in us to keep a place clean… We 
may not have title-deeds to the public areas and the environment, 
but we do own them as Singaporeans. Knock down the mental 
wall. Regard every square inch of our country as our home. Extend 
the cleanliness of our home to the entire country.

Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong at 
the launch of Clean and Green Week,

4 November 1990

“

“
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Did you know that in 1988, the Ministry of the Environment and HDB once 
experimented with 'No Sweeping Days' where several estates were left 
unswept to gauge the extent of littering? Some areas, such as Orchard 
Road and Woodlands, proved to be pleasant surprises that remained 
clean and tidy, whereas other neighbourhoods such as Bukit Merah, 
Upper Boon Keng Road and parts of Chinatown turned out 'deplorable' 
results with unsightly levels of accumulated litter. This demonstrated 
that littering was still a problem and people had become overly reliant 
on cleaners to keep their neighbourhoods clean. The exercise concluded 
that it was still not 'second nature' for people to keep their environment 
clean and individuals tend to lapse into less considerate behaviour when 
they think no one is looking.

1990
Green for Life

1999
Clean and Green 
- That's the Way 
We Like It

2004 & 2005
Environmental 
Ownership

2000
Community 
Participation

2006
Youth for the 
Environment

1991
Resource 
and Nature 
Conservation

1992
Commitment & 
Responsibility

1993
Awareness 
& Action

1994
A Better Living 
Environment

1995
Clean & Green 
for a Better 
Quality of Life

1996 & 1997
A Gracious 
Society Cares for 
the Environment 
and its 
Neighbourhood 

1998
Our 
Neighbourhood, 
Our Concern, 
Our Pride

2003
We Care☺
We're OK☺

2001 & 2002
Resource 
Conservation 
with Focus on 
Recycling

2007-2009 
Clean & Green 
Singapore - 
Adopt a Clean & 
Green Lifestyle

Past Clean & Green Themes
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Making 'Singapore Litter-Free'

'Singapore, Litter-Free' (2002)

'Singapore, Litter-Free' (2006 – 2009)

Another initiative focusing squarely on litter was launched in 2002 with the 
'Singapore, Litter-Free' campaign, which featured a purple 'I Love Green' 
logo. This campaign targets large-scale events such as outdoor parties and 
concerts and encourages people who attend these occasions to dispose of 
their rubbish properly. The NEA works with the organisers of events such 
as River Hongbao and the National Day Parade to provide ample facilities 
for proper disposal of litter (such as screen disposal areas) and remind 
spectators through banners and announcements to be responsible for 
their own litter.

'Singapore, Litter-Free' also reaches out to owners, users and managers 
of high human traffic and litter-prone public premises to encourage all 
parties to keep the premises clean. Litter-Free Hawker Centres and Litter-
Free Coffee Shops were launched in June and November 2006 respectively, 
followed by Litter-Free Bus Interchanges (July 2007), Litter-Free Parks 
(January 2008) and Litter-Free Reservoir Parks (July 2009). In 2006, the 
'Singapore, Litter-Free' campaign was revamped with a new logo and 
fresh tagline of 'Let's Clean Up! Just Bin It!'
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Outreach to youth

Recognising the value of educating the young to make it a habit not to 
litter, the NEA has developed numerous school-based programmes. Litter-
Free Schools is an initiative launched in 2004 that works with schools to get 
students to take ownership of their litter and realise the importance of a 
litter-free environment. As of 31 March 2010, this programme has reached 
84% of Singapore's primary schools and 52% of secondary schools. 

The NEA has also produced an educational kit and book series featuring 
animated characters (Captain Green), hand puppets, songs and activities 
to help younger children at kindergartens and childcare centres learn 
about keeping their environment clean. Another programme, Seashore 
Life, involves beach clean-up exercises that show young participants how 
littering affects the marine ecosystem. 

To reach out to older children, the NEA launched 'Youth Speak Up! Dunk 
It!' in 2007 in collaboration with Environmental Challenge Organisation 
(ECO) Singapore, a local youth group. This project features student 
champions who highlight the impact of littering and promote good 
binning habits to their peers and the public through interactive games.  

Training pupils to act as Junior Environment Ambassadors who promote the value of binning to their peers.
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Promoting binning in the community through litter picking sessions cum brisk walks.

Outreach to the community

The NEA works closely with grassroots organisations to spread the 
message that residents can play their part in keeping their communities 
clean and litter-free. This message is conveyed through activities such as 
exhibitions, talks, door-to-door visits and litter picking sessions cum brisk 
walks. 

Other partners in the community include corporations and institutions. 
The NEA encourages these organisations to take part in activities such as 
beach clean-ups, adopting stretches of public beaches and nominating 
environmental champions among their staff. 
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Outreach to foreign workers

There is also a need to educate non-resident workers who have different 
social norms with regard to littering. To inform foreign workers of local 
anti-littering laws, the NEA has since March 2008 held roadshows at 
major foreign worker dormitories, where the workers learn about local 
littering norms and the consequences of littering.

In collaboration with the Ministry of Manpower, the NEA has developed 
educational slides on littering for use at the compulsory Safety Training 
Course for foreign workers since December 2008. The NEA has also 
produced a video depicting acceptable social norms for screening to 
foreign workers at dormitories and during their employment pass 
renewal. 

At popular gathering sites for foreign workers such as Little India and 
open fields near the Jurong East and Boon Lay MRT stations, banners, 
posters and stickers remind workers of the consequences of littering. In 
addition, the NEA works with relevant stakeholders to engage foreign 
workers and encourage them to dispose of their litter properly. For 
instance, shopkeepers near one dormitory were encouraged to provide 
litter bins at their premises to make it easy for workers to discard their 
litter. Other activities include mass clean-up exercises involving grassroots 
volunteers along with dormitory residents. 

The NEA is educating foreign workers on the importance of binning.
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Littering 
Taking A Look At

A Sociological Study Of 
Littering Habits In Singapore



Why do people litter and 
how can we encourage more 
people to bin their rubbish? 
Decades of successful anti-littering campaigns have contributed to Singapore's 
global reputation as a clean and green city. About 70% of the population 
agree that Singapore in 2010 was cleaner than it was 10 years earlier. But 
littering still persists as a social and environmental problem, due to the island's 
growing population, changing demographics and the anti-social behaviour of 
a minority of people. As Singapore's society matures and grows in complexity, 
the NEA sought to recalibrate its existing anti-littering strategies to address 
the present day social context. This was done via a sociological study with the 
following aims:

1. to obtain a better understanding of the behavioural and sociological  
 factors that motivate people to either bin their rubbish or litter; and

2. to review current outreach and communication strategies as well as
 physical measures to combat littering, and develop new recommendations
 based on the findings of the study.

 

Singapore's changing demographics make it necessary to understand why people today bin or litter their 
rubbish.
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Methodology

The NEA's sociological study on the littering behaviour of Singaporeans 
and foreign workers has four components. 

The first component of the study is a wide-ranging review of existing  
anti-littering outreach efforts by Dr Everold Hosein, a World Health 
Organisation (WHO) Senior Communication Advisor-Consultant. Tasked 
to identify both the strengths and weaknesses of current outreach 
efforts, Dr Hosein's review is based on fieldwork at various littering 
hotspots, interviews with NEA staff and partners as well as focus group 
discussions.

1 Review of existing 
strategies

Launch of the My Litter-Free Environment campaign.

Launch of the Litter-Free Hawker Centres 
programme.

Launch of the Litter-Free Parks programme.
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The second component involved a qualitative appraisal of the profile 
of known offenders as well as the way the general public perceives the 
littering problem. Conducted by Dr Narayanan Ganapathy, a sociologist 
at the National University of Singapore, this component looked at the 
motivation and decision-making processes of litterbugs and the social 
contexts in which they have littered. Dr Ganapathy's work involved in-
depth interviews with both litterbugs and binners, as well as focus group 
discussions with six groups of participants from various socio-economic 
and ethnic backgrounds.

2 Qualitative 
research

The third component of the study entailed the conduct of a large-scale 
community survey of citizens and residents to establish the social, cultural 
and environmental factors linked to littering behaviours. Designed and 
led by Associate Professor Paulin Tay Straughan of the National University 
of Singapore, this survey provided empirical data on how the public 
perceives the littering problem as well as identifies the social, cultural and 
environmental factors that contribute to littering behaviours.

3 Community 
surveys

Large-scale community surveys were conducted by the researchers.
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Finally, Dr Daniel Goh of the National University of Singapore undertook 
the fourth component, which developed intervention measures based 
on the findings of the earlier study components and tested their 
effectiveness at various locations. These field experiments provided data 
on the effectiveness of possible new strategies and campaigns for tackling 
littering. 

Combining an in-depth review as well as interview, survey and experimental 
methodologies, this four-component study is unprecedented in social 
research in Singapore. The study offers an understanding of both the 
breadth and depth of littering as a social problem as well as informs 
future public policy possibilities in light of an understanding of these 
behaviours. 

Intervention 
study4

Components of the sociological study 

1. Review of existing outreach and communication strategies.
 Dr Everold Hosein, Senior Communication Advisor-Consultant,    
 World Health Organisation, Geneva
2. A qualitative appraisal of the profile of littering offenders.
 Dr Narayanan Ganapathy, Department of Sociology,     
 National University of Singapore
3. A large-scale community survey to establish the social, cultural and  
 environmental factors linked to littering behaviours.
 Associate Professor Paulin Tay Straughan, Department of Sociology,   
 National University of Singapore
4. The design and testing of intervention measures that could be used in   
 anti-littering campaigns.
 Dr Daniel Goh, Department of Sociology, 
 National University of Singapore
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Researcher profiles

Associate Professor Paulin Tay 
Straughan

Deputy Head of the Department of 
Sociology at the National University 
of Singapore (NUS) and Vice-Dean of 
the Faculty of Arts & Social Sciences, 
NUS, Associate Professor Straughan 
has worked extensively on medical 
sociology and health care systems, the 
importance of social support networks 
and social capital in health-related 
issues. She also researches and teaches 
about the sociology of family, the 
sociology of ageing, organisational 
behaviour, methods for social research 
and social statistics.

Dr Narayanan Ganapathy

An Assistant Professor in the 
Department of Sociology at NUS, Dr 
Ganapathy lectures on subjects such 
as social research methods, qualitative 
research methodology, deviance and 
social control, crime and delinquency, 
and the sociology of law. Dr Ganapathy 
has also led or collaborated on research 
projects on organised crime in Asia, 
prison gangs, domestic violence and 
youth gangs. 
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Dr Everold Hosein

A Senior Communication Advisor-
Consultant in the Health-Security-
Environment Section of the WHO's 
Mediterranean Center  for  Vulnerability 
Reduction, Dr Hosein is based in 
Geneva, Switzerland and Tunis, Tunisia. 
Dr Hosein has 30 years of experience in 
strategic communication, integrated 
marketing communication, advocacy 
and public relations, health education 
and IEC (information-education-
communication) related to social 
development issues and behavioural 
impact/behaviour change/behavioural 
development. 

Dr Daniel Goh

An Assistant Professor at the 
Department of Sociology at NUS, Dr 
Goh lectures on topics such as race 
and ethnic relations, multiculturalism, 
environment and society, sociology 
and anthropology of the state, and 
interpretive and cultural sociology. 
His research work involves a study 
of multiculturalism in Malaysia and 
Singapore as well as the cultural politics 
of global city making, with a focus on 
Penang, Singapore and Hong Kong. 
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Educating shopkeepers based near foreign worker congregation areas on proper waste disposal.
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Anti-Littering 

Communication Strategies
Measures And Outreach 
A Review Of Current



Introduction

Methodology

This chapter presents the findings of Dr Everold Hosein, who conducted a 
review of the NEA's anti-littering outreach and communication activities 
and pointed out both the strengths and weaknesses of current efforts. Also 
presented is a review of the existing physical infrastructure and cleansing 
regime in place to tackle littering by Dr Daniel Goh. These reviews, along 
with the results of the community surveys, in-depth interviews and focus 
group discussions, subsequently informed the development of a strategic 
plan to curb littering through improvements in infrastructure, the cleansing 
regime, enforcement measures and mass outreach and communication. 

Dr Hosein’s review was performed with the goal of designing a strategic 
communication plan to reduce littering based on methodology developed 
by the WHO. Specifically known as COMBI (Communication for Behavioural 
Impact), this approach focuses on desired behavioural outcomes, instead 
of simply increasing public awareness or educating the public.  

According to Dr Hosein, public health communication efforts in the past 
60 years have focused on informing and educating people, with the 
assumption that an informed and educated public would respond by 
changing their behaviour. However, information and education are now 
recognised to be essential for action but not sufficient to prompt the 
desired behavioural response. The old adage applies: It is one thing to 
know – it is another thing to do. As is evident in Singapore, people still 
litter even though they know they should not. It should be noted that most 
people in Singapore do not litter. Dr Hosein’s review, therefore, looks at 
current outreach communication activities in relation to maintaining the 
behaviour of this majority as well as engaging the minority of habitual 
'litterbugs'.

Dr Goh’s fieldwork involved ground observations of three types of littering 
hotspots: town centres in major satellite new towns; areas where foreign 
workers like to congregate to socialise and consume food such as open 
fields and void decks of public housing blocks; and public parks. 

Seven town centres were chosen for their similarity in age and demographic 
characteristics: Ang Mo Kio, Bedok, Bukit Batok, Choa Chu Kang, Toa 
Payoh, Tampines, and Yishun. The researchers also observed four foreign 
worker congregation areas in Bukit Batok, Jurong East, West Coast and 
Yishun, as well as visited East Coast Park and Jurong Central Park. 
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Party poopers: litter by a bench at East Coast Park.

37  / A Review Of Current Anti-Littering Measures And Outreach Communication Strategies



Key findings 1:
Infrastructure & cleansing

Dr Goh reported that litter bins were generally placed between 5 and 25 
metres apart at the sides of walkways or waiting areas at town centres 
observed. 

Generally, the researchers found the town centre bins to be well-
maintained. Cleaners were often seen doing light supplementary cleaning 
throughout the day. Litter was mostly scattered in drains and bushes – 
areas that were hard to clean. Some 'passive' litter could be found left 
behind at resting spots such as benches, seats and steps. 

Smokers were observed congregating in one or two isolated, undesignated 
smoking areas in the town centres as they were prevented by law from 
smoking in sheltered areas and most were considerate enough not to 
smoke at high-traffic areas. Dr Goh identified one smoking area in each 
town centre and found that only two of the seven areas had a litter bin 
equipped with an ashtray. The bins were placed at the corners of the 
smoking areas and many smokers therefore did not make use of them. 
Given the volume of smokers who used the smoking areas, the ashtrays of 
the bins, if any, filled up quickly. The ashtrays were always full when the 
researchers checked and presented an unpleasant sight that would put 
off smokers from stubbing out their cigarettes.

Town centres

Leaving behind used food and drink containers on benches 
constitutes littering and is an offence in Singapore. 

Ashtrays on litter bins get filled up quickly and discourage 
smokers from using them.
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The researchers found very few bins at foreign worker congregation sites, 
largely because these were open fields. At Yishun, an open field across 
foreign worker dormitories was a popular hangout area, so the dormitory 
operators had placed three large black bins at the side of the field on the 
pavement next to the road. The bins were not well utilised. There was 
also an underutilised litter bin at another site, Kian Teck in the west, at 
the corner of a field on the pavement next to the road.

Paved walkways between the open fields and stores were well-maintained, 
but a lot of litter was found clustered in the adjacent drains and grass 
patches. Food and drink containers were observed in the Yishun field, 
indicating a littering situation. At Kian Teck, Dr Goh reported that the 
field was cleaner, as it was maintained by a diligent cleaner working in 
the mornings there.

Foreign worker congregation areas

Foreign worker congregation areas form hotspots for litter.
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Public parks

Many bins of various sizes, shapes and colours that fit into the park 
surroundings were located at resting spots such as gazebos, benches and 
barbeque pits, and easily within close walking distance. There was simply 
no excuse to litter, according to Dr Goh, who noted that trash on benches 
and tables was probably left as 'passive' litter or dropped as 'accidental' 
litter, with those responsible not bothering to pick up after themselves. 

Parks were generally well maintained except during weekends and 
public holidays. At East Coast Park, the morning after would reveal 
large swathes of litter covering whole areas near the 'C' barbeque pits, 
consisting largely of food and drink containers. Food remains and drink 
containers could be found in the grass patches at the side of the bicycle 
track and walkway. This was very similar to litter left behind after mass 
events such as the Chingay and National Day Parades.

Another form of littering is trash left on park benches and barbeque areas at public parks.
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Key findings 2:
Enforcement

During the ground observation, Dr Goh witnessed enforcement patrols at 
town centre sites by NEA officers and reported that the officers were well 
supervised and acted professionally and impartially. Most offenders were 
caught leaving behind food and drink containers, throwing cigarette butts 
or littering small items. The most common excuse given by offenders was 
that the nearest visible bin was placed too far away. In many instances, 
the nearest bin was less than 10 metres away. 

Enforcement at smoking areas was noted to be less effective because 
smokers were instinctively suspicious of non-smokers loitering in the area. 
The same applied to foreign worker congregation sites, since dormitory 
residents were also instinctively suspicious of non-residents loitering in 
the area.  

With regards to foreign worker congregation sites, Dr Hosein observed 
that most foreign workers find concerns about littering a strange concept. 
Hence, he believes efforts to transform the mindsets of short-stay foreign 
workers will be ineffective. What appeared to work instead was actual 
enforcement and the appearance of enforcement. Dr Hosein revealed 
that many foreign workers seemed unaware of the current fine of $300 
for a first littering offence. They knew of the earlier fine of $200, which 
for many was an onerous sum and an effective deterrent. 

According to Dr Hosein, enforcement constitutes a significant part of the 
anti-littering effort. This element has been enhanced in recent years, as 
is evident in the increasing numbers of litterbugs fined. Dr Hosein noted 
that the mere appearance of enforcement (having uniformed 'enforcers' 
walking around but not actually fining people) can be a powerful 
'educational' tool with its potential threat of actual enforcement, as he 
observed in Little India. 
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Dr Hosein revealed that some people were surprised at the new fine of 
$300 for first offenders. But it was not clear if enforcement measures were 
accompanied by an attempt to instil a positive value to binning. He saw 
value in greater public discussion on the value of not littering, and raised 
the question of whether the authorities should further increase the fine 
or at least convey the possibility of a dramatic increase (e.g. to $1,000 for 
the first offence) for it to emerge as a major point for discussion. 

First-time littering offenders now face a fine of $300.
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Key findings 3:
Outreach & communication

Varied ground situations

In reviewing outreach and communication actions regarding littering, 
Dr Hosein highlighted that the specific littering situations and littering 
behaviours are quite varied and saw a need for a diverse outreach and 
communication strategy. 

Foreign workers

In Dr Hosein’s view, the littering situation with regard to foreign workers 
is a very special and unique problem. He noted that in areas like Little 
India, sustained concrete actions such as combined enforcement, 
the appearance of enforcement, increased availability of bins, and 
community mobilisation had begun. These interventions seem to be 
making a difference. 

In areas near foreign worker dormitories, however, Dr Hosein found 
that anti-littering outreach efforts were somewhat sporadic, consisting 
of occasional road shows, the use of Bollywood star impersonators, 
meetings with workers and banners or posters that remind people of 
the $300 fine for littering. 

A banner reminding potential litterbugs of the penalty for littering.
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Cigarette butts

Among the most dominant littering 
items, cigarette butts reflect a very 
special human behaviour, unlike acts such 
as leaving behind a food wrapper, tissue or 
beer bottle. Dr Hosein found that smokers follow the law with regard to 
where they are allowed to smoke, but ignore the law when it comes to 
dumping their cigarette butts. Some individuals can be very mindful of 
keeping trash such as food wrappers and tissue in their pockets until they 
find a bin but ignore this 'binning' principle when it comes to cigarette 
butts.

Common areas at housing estates

In these areas, Dr Hosein found that the anti-littering message was 
reiterated at various local community events, where participants pick 
up litter in their neighbourhoods. However, he saw a lack of a focused 
message that addresses the problem of littering in common areas, as the 
people who join the community events to pick up litter are unlikely to be 
the minority of residents who had created the littering mess.

 

Leaving litter in common areas of housing blocks constitutes littering as well.
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Large scale public events

Dr Hosein observed that significant attention has been given to getting 
people pick up and bin their trash at major events such as the National 
Day Parade. He found it a commendable practice and added that in   
many other large cities worldwide, well-organised clean up exercises 
are planned after similar mass events, as large volumes of trash are 
anticipated.   

Large quantities of litter often follow large-scale public events. 

Litter-free public places

According to Dr Hosein, there are significant efforts at the national level 
to stress the importance of 'Litter-Free' places such as parks, petrol kiosks, 
schools, hawker centres, coffee shops and bus interchanges. Posters, 
banners, exhibition panels, table stickers, hanging mobiles and flags 
are among the communication tools used. He commended these efforts 
but expressed concern that the message may not effectively engage the 
persistent minority of litterbugs who cause the problem. 

A persistent minority of litterbugs contribute to Singapore's littering problem in public spaces such as parks and 
town centres.

45  / A Review Of Current Anti-Littering Measures And Outreach Communication Strategies



At both the regional as well as the national levels, Dr Hosein found a 
mix of communication actions that keep the anti-littering message alive.
These include community events held by various organisations where 
NEA staff deliver presentations or set up displays. Working together with 
local entities, the NEA also organises community events such as weekend 
brisk walks, during which participants pick up litter, with games and 
other entertainment accompanying the events. 

Door-to-door outreach is carried out by various volunteers who invite 
families to sign pledge sheets declaring that they will not litter. Other 
efforts include the creation of various mascots; educational panels; 
posters and pamphlets; school-led initiatives centred around the                                  
anti-littering theme; road shows for foreign workers; and the distribution 
of collateral materials with educational messages such as coffee mugs, 
pens, decals, refrigerator magnets, erasers and pouches.

Diverse communication actions

The 'Singapore, Litter-Free' campaign targets large-scale events such as outdoor parties and concerts and encourages 
people who attend these occasions to dispose of their rubbish properly. 
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Community events where the anti-littering message is promoted help to reinforce positive habits and norms. 

Dr Hosein suggested that it is very likely that the outreach activities 
organised by the NEA are successful in reaching out to the majority who do 
not litter and are very conscientious about not littering. The people who 
attend community events and join brisk walks to clean and pick up trash 
are probably those who already adhere to proper litter disposal behaviour. 
Dr Hosein stressed that such activities have merit, as it is important to 
continue to reinforce positive behaviours and maintain the culture of 
not littering. So while these events may not reach out to the litterbugs, 
they carry out the vital mission of maintaining existing behaviours and 
sustaining the culture of not littering. From this perspective, Dr Hosein 
believes these events should therefore be continued. 

On the other hand, Dr Hosein saw in the existing plethora of activities a 
lack of a targeted strategy in terms of how specific anti-littering goals (e.g. 
proper disposal of cigarette butts) could be achieved by outreach actions 
specific to the group associated with these behaviours (e.g. smokers). In 
his view, current efforts keep the anti-littering theme alive in general 
across the nation, but fail to target groups linked to very specific littering 
behaviours. 
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At both the regional as well as national levels, there are several efforts 
to highlight the anti-littering theme to school age children. Some pupils 
are nominated as Green Champs, Environmental Champions, Youth 
Environment Envoys, Green Youth Crusaders and Eco Ambassadors who 
encourage their schoolmates to do the right thing for the environment. 
There are also Environmental Education Advisors and a nationally 
organised Litter-Free Schools programme for primary and secondary 
schools, and even one for pre-schoolers centred around an Environmental 
Health Education Kit. 

Dr Hosein observed, however, that the littering issue could be overlooked as 
it is just one of many themes under a broader 'ecological' or 'environment' 
heading. Some teachers reported that students associate the environment 
theme more with events such as global warming and planting trees, rather 
than the mundane task of putting litter in bins. "Being green" is not the 
same as "put the food wrapper in the bin, not on the floor or ground". 
In addition, some teachers reported a loss of anti-littering sensibility in 
school children. With the availability of in-school staff for cleaning, the 
children feel this is no longer their responsibility.

There is also a wide variety of youth Ambassadors related to the 
anti-littering message: Litter Free Ambassadors, Eco Heroes Youth 
Ambassadors, Youth Environmental Champions, Environmental Envoys 
and Guardians, Junior Environment Ambassadors, SCAN Ambassadors, 
Zero Litter Ambassadors and Youth Green Crusaders. Dr Hosein expressed 
concern that this variety could be confusing and lack coherence. Instead, 
he suggested that it could be more effective to have one type of 
ambassador nationwide who is rooted in each region and whose role is 
to champion the binning behaviour.

Dr Hosein recognised that to embark on a nationwide initiative would 
be a challenge as such programmes are not mandatory for schools. The 
current national Litter-Free Schools programme for primary and secondary 
schools achieved a participation rate of around 50% after slightly over 
four years. This suggested that the NEA would need to engage each 
school one-on-one to attain 100% participation. With the right incentives 
and effective promotion, Dr Hosein envisaged the possibility of getting 
100% school involvement.

Outreach to children & youth

48  / A Review Of Current Anti-Littering Measures And Outreach Communication Strategies



The 'value' of no littering

Dr Hosein found that most existing communication actions press themes 
such as 'being green', 'not being anti-social', 'just bin it' and 'keep the 
environment clean'. There are also display panels at community events 
that depict various kinds of litterbugs. 

What is missing, he believed, is a focus on why littering is not gracious 
and a serious problem, or why people should be concerned with littering 
when the NEA is already there to clean up and does a marvellous job of 
it. The communication efforts, according to Dr Hosein, should remind 
people of the rationale for not littering and the values associated with 
it. It must also be acknowledged that this value cannot be just a logical, 
cerebral value but one that taps into the emotions.

Behavioural impact measurement

Dr Hosein observed that the NEA conducts an annual Knowledge,     
Attitudes, Beliefs and Practices (KABP) survey to measure public 
awareness of specific environmental issues (e.g. dengue prevention, anti-
littering, recycling) and how far they have internalised this knowledge 
and put it into practice. This is used as a gauge of the effectiveness of 
the communication initiatives and outreach programmes. This survey, 
however, covers many different issues, focuses on knowledge acquisition 
with regard to various topics, and does not focus on specific littering 
behaviours. 

In addition, Dr Hosein pointed out that none of the programmes reviewed 
at the regional or national level contained any component to measure 
behavioural impact, namely whether the outreach and communication 
activities have contributed in a measurable way to modifying the littering 
behaviour of targeted markets. 
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Summary of key findings of review
•	 Litter	bins	in	observed	town	centres	are	generally			
 adequately spaced and well-maintained. 'Passive'   
 litter tends to be found at resting spots such as   
 benches and steps. 
•	 Smokers	prefer	to	congregate	at	certain	spots	in		 	
 town centres. However, ashtrays on litter bins filled  
 up quickly and this discouraged smokers from   
 using them.
•	 There	are	few	bins	near	foreign	worker	congregation		
 sites, while existing bins are underutilised.   
	•	 Public	parks	are	well-equipped	with	various	litter		 	
 bins, providing no excuses to litter. 
•	 Maintenance	at	public	parks	is	generally	well	done.		
 During weekends and public holidays, however,   
 large quantities of litter get left around barbeque   
 pits and walkways by park users. 

•	 Enforcement	by	NEA	officers	in	town	centres	was		 	
 professional and impartial. 
•	 Foreign	workers	find	concerns	with	littering	a		 	
 strange concept, but could be deterred from   
 littering by actual enforcement and the appearance  
 of enforcement, as well as awareness of the hefty   
 fines for littering. 

•	 Anti-littering	outreach	efforts	lack	targeted	messages		
 aimed at groups associated with specific littering   
 behaviours, e.g. foreign workers, smokers and youths.
•	 The	anti-littering	message	simply	informs	or	educates		
 rather than attempting to solicit the desired   
 behavioural changes as part of a strategic and   
 sustained communication effort.
•	 Outreach	to	school	children	and	youth	risks	being					
 subsumed under the broader 'environmental' theme  
 or diluted due to a confusing number of messages and  
 ambassadors.
•	 Anti-littering	campaigns	do	not	really	address	the			
 value of not littering, namely they do not tell people  
 why they should be concerned with littering and   
 regard binning as a positive value.
•	 There	is	little	or	no	effort	to	measure	the	impact	of		
 anti-littering campaigns or gauge their effectiveness  
 in modifying specific behaviours.

Infrastructure 
& cleansing

Enforcement

Outreach & 
communication
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Perceptions,

A Qualitative Study Of 
Littering Behaviour

Punishment 
Persuasion

And



Objectives
The qualitative study provided insights into how litterbugs think and 
how they interpret efforts to promote anti-littering norms. The study 
also examined in particular one target sub-group, namely repeat littering 
offenders, to gain an insight to their deviant behaviour. 

The specific aims of the qualitative study were: 

1. to derive a qualitative profile of chronic Singaporean litterbugs; 

2. to uncover the motivation and decision-making process of litterbugs  
 and the social context in which they have littered; and

3. to seek feedback and suggestions from the various segments of the  
 national population on how best to reduce the littering problem   
 (in a bid to assess the effectiveness of the various anti-littering   
 campaigns instituted by the NEA.)

The first two objectives of the qualitative study were met through in-
depth interviews with 30 local offenders as well as 15 local non-offenders. 
Interviews with non-offenders were needed in order to identify any 
differences or discriminating factors between the two categories of 
informants that might be conceptually important for the analysis. 

To address the third objective, the researchers held focus group interviews 
with six groups of participants from different socio-demographic 
characteristics. The participants were chosen based on primary   
stratification variables such as social class, gender and ethnicity. Secondary 
variables such as marital status and age were also included to provide a 
basis for comparison between and among the focus groups. The focus 
group discussions had two aims:  

•	 to	establish	the	participants'	view	of	the	littering	problem;	and	

•	 to	solicit	views	and	suggestions	from	the	participants	on	how	to		 	
	 improve	the	NEA's	response	to	the	littering	problem	in	Singapore.	
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Focus 
Group (FG) 
No.

Composition of Participants

FG1 Youths in secondary and pre-university schools, aged 15-19
Ethnicity: 4 Chinese, 2 Malays, 2 Indians
Socio-Economic Status (SES): 3-roomers – 3; 4-5 roomers – 3; 
Private housing – 2
4 secondary and 4 pre-university

FG2 Young adults in universities and polytechnics, aged 20-29
Ethnicity: 4 Chinese, 2 Malays, 2 Indians 
 SES: 3-roomers – 3; 4-5 roomers – 3; Private housing – 2
4 university and 4 polytechnic

FG3 Working young adults, aged 20-29 
Ethnicity: 4 Chinese, 2 Malays, 2 Indians 
SES: 3-roomers – 3; 4-5 roomers – 3; Private housing – 2

FG4 Female working adults (mix of parents and non-parents), aged 30-39
 Ethnicity: 4 Chinese, 2 Malays, 2 Indians
SES: 3-roomers – 3; 4-5 roomers – 3; Private housing – 2 
4 parents and 4 non-parents

FG5 Male working adults (mix of parents and non-parents), aged 30-39 
 Ethnicity: 4 Chinese, 2 Malays, 2 Indians 
 SES: 3-roomers – 3; 4-5 roomers – 3; Private housing – 2 
4 parents and 4 non-parents

FG6 Adults aged 40-59 
Ethnicity: 4 Chinese, 2 Malays, 2 Indians
SES: 3-roomers – 3; 4-5 roomers – 3; Private housing – 2

Binning is a habit that runs in families.
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Litterbugs and binners interviewed gave a number of reasons to explain 
their littering behaviour, which can be categorised as:

A.  infrastructural, and

B.  cultural and situational reasons. 

Key findings 1: 
In-depth interviews

A. Infrastructural reasons

This aspect concerns the physical features in the social and physical 
environment	that	contribute	to	one's	offending	behaviour.

Lack of litter bins

Many informants, if not all, cited a perceived lack of litter bins as the 
reason they littered. This sentiment, though subjective, is one theme that 
pervaded	the	researchers'	conversations	with	informants	as	well	as	focus	
group participants.

Design of litter bins 

Informants also expressed a preference 
for either litter bins with lids that 
users can open via a foot-press or ones 
with openings on each side of the bin 
to litter bins that require one to use 
their hand to open the lid. The latter, 
according to the informants, encourage 
bad hygiene practices, and 9 out of 10 
informants stated that they would either 
deposit  their litter on top of the rubbish 
bin or near it. A few informants also 
commented that even litter bins with 
side openings may have too narrow a 
gap to accommodate common items like 
styrofoam food boxes. As a result, they 
left their litter near the bin or on top of 
it.  

Litter bin with foot-press.
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Many smokers lamented that with more areas 
being	 designated	 as	 'no-smoking'	 zones,	 it	 is	
increasingly harder to find litter bins equipped 
with ashtrays or a compartment to extinguish 
their cigarette butts. Faced with the lack of an 
alternative way to extinguish their butts, many 
of these smokers felt that "throwing the butts 
onto the ground and stamping on them is much 
better than putting them inside the bin for they 
can cause fire". Many felt that the move to create 
'smoke-free'	spaces	has	led	to	a	growing	number	
of smokers getting caught for littering offences.

Poor refuse management

Related to the perceived non-availability of litter bins is the view that 
some places lack proper refuse management, resulting in the entire area 
being very dirty. Such places include older HDB townships, sites where 
foreign workers congregate, bus interchanges (Bedok and Jurong East 
Bus Interchanges were cited as examples) and shopping malls in HDB 
townships.

The smoker's dilemma

Improper disposal of litter contributes to unsightliness and potential mosquito breeding sites.

Stubbing out a bad habit.

55  / Perceptions, Punishment And Persuasion



Perception of a place's cleanliness

Many informants also stated that littering "can only happen in clean 
places and if the place is already very dirty, then it cannot be considered 
littering". Thus, many are not motivated to bin their litter when they 
are at places they perceive to be already dirty. Common sites considered 
to	be	'legitimate'	places	to	drop	litter	include	drains,	lifts,	areas	near	lift	
landings, areas near rubbish chutes, toilets, urinals and roadsides where 
litter is prevalent.

The data suggests that while no place or site is spared from the littering 
scourge, the more problematic areas include: beach parks, common drains, 
lift landings, lifts, hawker centres, coffee shops, toilets in coffee shops, 
shopping malls in HDB townships, refuse collection areas, void deck areas 
near postboxes, areas near ATM machines, cinemas and the staircases of 
multi-storey car parks.

The presence of existing litter in a place affects one's perception of its cleanliness. 

Lack of environmental stimuli 

Many informants stated that they would not have littered if there had 
been sufficient reminders in the form of notices or signboards placed at 
strategic locations such as void decks, car parks and shopping malls, as 
they would have become more conscious of their actions.   
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B. Cultural and situational reasons

Cultural	reasons	refer	to	how	aspects	of	a	person's	lifestyle,	socialisation	
practices, routine activities, attitudes and worldviews influence littering 
behaviours, while situational reasons point to the features of the 
immediate social context identified by informants to have influenced 
their littering behaviours.

Force of habit

Many informants admitted that they "do not give much thought to 
littering" and that it is "something which comes very naturally to them". 
While a few stated that littering is "almost like a way of life" for them, 
many	of	the	informants	remarked	that	they	were	"just	plain	lazy"	when	
it came to finding a bin to throw their litter. These informants also 
mentioned that "once in a while they do feel guilty" about littering but 
generally, such feelings of guilt or regret "do not come so easily". When 
asked why they were not concerned about their littering behaviours, 
many,	 if	 not	 all,	 of	 the	 informants	 retorted	 that	 "littering	 doesn't	
hurt anyone" compared to "graver issues like rape, murder and illegal 
immigrants". 

According to many informants, the non-
availability of litter bins at the time they needed 
one had prompted them to litter, as they had to 
–	in	one	informant's	words	–	"move	on".	When	
asked what this meant, some responses were in 
the vein of "I needed to catch the bus and I saw 
that the rubbish bin was at the far corner of the 
bus-stop… you know the bus will not wait for 
you". A few stated that they had placed their 
unwanted litter on benches at void decks or 
beach fronts, assuming that the cleaners would 
clean after them. A number of motorists also 
mentioned that they had conveniently placed 
empty cans or bottles along road kerbs while still 
being seated in their vehicles. 

Convenience

Some people place their unwanted 
litter on benches at void decks, 
assuming that the cleaners would 
clear up after them.
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Cultural norms among smokers 

Smokers revealed that it is culturally acceptable and expected among the 
smoking circle to "flick the cigarette butt after smoking" or "stub out the 
cigarette under the soles of their shoes". One informant even emphasised 
that the flicking of cigarette butts "is something that is universal among 
smokers" and a behaviour that is constantly portrayed in popular media 
and culture. In fact, a few mentioned that it is very "manly" to do so 
compared to carrying the cigarette butt all the way to the nearest bin.

Gender differences

Informants who have been caught littering mentioned that whether one 
is male or female can influence littering behaviour. A few men stated 
that it is culturally acceptable for men not to take heed of "small issues" 
like littering because "they are all used to dealing with more serious and 
big" issues. 

Interestingly, a few female informants in the binners group revealed that 
they litter as well but only in private places like their offices and family 
cars and "have their husbands or maids clean after them". However, they 
are very careful when it comes to littering 
in public places as the stigma attached to 
female litterbugs is "stickier and long 
lasting". 

One female informant mentioned 
how the habit of carrying handbags 
has helped in her binning 
behaviour. Many of the married 
female informants also felt that 
they should set a good example 
for their children to practise 
binning, a point which was 
markedly absent in the data 
reported by male informants.

Some men regard littering as a small issue.
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Age differences

Age differences were noted between the responses of younger (below 
40) and older (above 40) informants. Older informants, especially those 
above 50, mentioned that they generally do not think much about their 
littering habits, citing reasons like "I am too old to change my ways", "I 
have always been like that" and "it is difficult to find bins and people of 
my age have difficulty walking to bins or even finding them". 

The	 responses	 of	 older	 informants	 appear	 'more	 apologetic'	 and	were	
more directed at the social and physical circumstances they were in at 
the time they littered – an apparent attempt to devolve some of the 
responsibility	to	'external'	forces	beyond	their	personal	control.	This	was	
in contrast to the more nonchalant responses of the younger informants, 
especially	teenagers,	where	a	majority	cited	"being	lazy	to	find	a	bin"	as	
the	reason	why	they	have	littered,	in	addition	to	"it	is	the	cleaner's	job	
anyway" and "I am actually doing a favour for these foreign workers to 
keep their jobs".

It was also noted that the younger informants had offended in the 
company of peers who offered little or no social sanctioning of their 
littering behaviour. In fact, the collectivity of the social group and the 
anonymity it offered may have actually promoted the littering behaviour. 
In comparison, the littering behaviours of older informants were 
individualistic and isolated.

Where it comes to littering, older informants tend to give reasons such as physical limitations that are beyond their 
control.
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Definitions of 'litter' and 'littering'

This	refers	to	the	social	meanings	assigned	to	'litter'	used	by	offenders	in	
the sample to either support or neutralise their littering behaviour. Many 
informants	disagreed	over	what	constitutes	 'litter'.	They	felt	that	 items	
such as tissues, parking coupon tabs, bus tickets and receipts should not 
be considered litter due to their sheer smallness. Others were of the view 
that	only	things	that	could	endanger	human	lives	be	considered	'litter'.	

Many	informants	argued	that	littering	is	essentially	an	act	that	'dirties'	a	
clean place, the logic being that an act cannot be considered littering if 
the environment is already perceived to be dirty. This is a common defence 
put forth by offenders when approached by NEA officers. 

Many also raised the issue of the culpability of a person if one had intended 
to dispose of litter properly, but the item was blown away by the wind or 
accidentally	fell	off	from	one's	hand	and	it	was	no	longer	convenient	to	
retrieve it. Many informants also stated that it is not littering if:

•	 it	does	not	cause	harm	to	the	environment;

•	 it	does	not	lead	to	hygiene	problems	and	spread	of	diseases;

•	 it	does	not	compromise	the	physical	aesthetics	of	the	place;	and

•	 they	are	not	responsible	for	generating	the	litter	in	the	first	place,	i.e.		
 throwing unwanted brochures and flyers found in their mail boxes on  
 the ground.

Active versus passive littering

Both the offenders and binners felt that leaving litter on the tables in 
hawker centres and public parks, or on the roof of dustbins (such acts 
are	 conceptualised	 as	 'passive	 littering')	 do	 not	 constitute	 littering.	
According to the informants, the three most common types of litter 
placed on tabletops were tissue paper, food wrappers and empty cans 
or	 bottles.	 'Active	 littering',	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 is	 regarded	 as	 an	 act	
that is "consciously and deliberately done without any regard to people 
or environment". Most of the informants felt that people in the latter 
category are the ones who must be punished and shamed. There were 
also questions raised if dusting car mats in car parks constitutes a form of 
littering.
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Views on enforcement

An important component in the paradigm explaining a littering event is 
that the presence or absence of guardianship (also known as a defensible 
space) may either deter or facilitate littering behaviours respectively. 
This means that even if motivations are held constant (e.g. bins are just 
too far) and one harbours definitions of the act that promote littering 
(e.g. dropping a tissue is not littering), a potential litterbug will still not 
litter when there is sufficient guardianship (e.g. the presence of visible 
enforcement officers) in the area.

Both local and foreign offenders mentioned that seeing a visible 
enforcement officer, and not necessarily one from the NEA, would have 
the greatest deterrent effect on their littering behaviour.  

Younger informants, however, did not see the value of increasing visible 
patrols of public areas as they felt that this was a "very short-term 
measure". They commented that seeing uniformed officers will only 
add to the "repressive character" of the Government and "will not do 
good to tourism". Instead, they suggested that more should be done 
to deter the public in terms of putting up "friendly reminders" on the 
streets. The younger informants mentioned that as youths, they need 
to be "constantly told". A few suggested that they would find it more 
acceptable in terms of approach and outcome to have volunteers (like 
Friends of the Environment groups) encouraging people not to litter or 
getting the litterbug to pick up after his litter.

Many informants were asked of the deterrent effect of situational 
measures	 like	 CCTVs	 (as	 opposed	 to	 'live'	 enforcement)	 on	 curbing	
littering. Interestingly, many stated that such measures do not have much 
deterrent effect unless these measures come with an increased possibility 
of detection and apprehension. To illustrate the point, many mentioned 
that they were more likely to litter in a HDB township than in an MRT 
station as there exists a greater likelihood of being apprehended in the 
latter context.  
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Responses to enforcement officers

When faced with NEA officers, many informants employed a cultural 
repertoire of strategies in an attempt to either neutralise, rationalise 
or	 even	 justify	 their	 littering	 behaviour.	 These	 responses	 and	 'cultural	
defences'	could	be	categorised	into	the	following	techniques:

•	 Denial	of	responsibility	–	e.g.	"I	didn't	do	it";	"You	are	mistaken,		 	
 that is not my litter"; "I intend to actually throw it into the dustbin, I  
 somehow drop it accidentally".
•	 Denial	of	victim	–	e.g.	"Look	officer,	this	behaviour	for	which	you're		
 imposing a fine is really too much, there is no one being penalised  
 here"; "Littering is really very different, this is victimless and I am not  
 sure why you guys are so concerned with it!". 
•	 Denial	of	injury	–	e.g.	"Littering	is	harmless	and	no	one	is	hurt		 	
 not like murder or even theft…there is no loss here, maybe you   
 should be concerned with more serious things in life"; "Littering is  
 ok, nothing  serious can come out of it."
•	 Appeal	to	loyalty	–	"Please	officer,	I	wanted	to	throw	the	litter	into		
 the dustbin, but my tissue is wet and dirty and for the sake of good  
 hygiene I needed to get rid of it immediately… I threw it into the   
 drain. The drain should be ok right since all the rubbish is taken to  
 the sea anyway!"
•	 Condemnation	of	condemnors	–	e.g.	"Everyone	litters	and	let	me	tell		
 you even the NEA officer who is going around catching people 
	 litters…	don't	you	think	their	children	never	litter?"	

Look officer, littering 
is harmless and no one 

is hurt, so why am i 
being fined?
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Many informants stated that they felt surprised when NEA officers 
showed up out of nowhere and engaged them. One informant 
commented that he felt "intimidated" when three officers surrounded 
him simultaneously. While a few informants had initially protested 
against the allegation, they soon gave up when the NEA officers 
presented the evidence. A few said that they tried to reason with the 
officers by offering to pick up the litter but could not escape being 
fined. 

Most of the informants did not know that the fine for first-time 
offenders was $200 (this has since been raised to $300) and felt that it 
was "very high for such a minor offence compared to traffic offences 
like speeding where the fines are only $150 which is more serious and 
dangerous than littering". 

On the subject of CWOs, 16 of the informants who had served a CWO 
were of the view that this punishment should be for offenders who 
endanger	peoples'	lives	and	not	for	the	petty	offender.	11	of	the	16	
who had served CWOs mentioned that it was a waste of time because 
"at the end of the day, people will still litter" while the rest felt that 
it had a "little deterrent effect as it can be quite 'malu'	 ('shame'	 in	
Malay)	especially	if	you're	in	crowded	places	like	the	beach	or	Jurong	
East". 

All 16 CWO offenders interviewed felt that the punishment process 
could be better streamlined by not requiring them to attend court, 
preferring a notice of summons from the NEA directly. Interestingly, 
none mentioned that they would not litter again, instead remarking 
that the CWO experience has only made them "more careful of NEA 
officers lurking around". 
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Although many offenders remarked that they would at least briefly 
survey their surroundings before they litter, they revealed that social 
disapproval from members of the public is generally "weak" and thus not 
a significant deterrent. Of the close to 100 informants and focus groups 
interviewed, only two informants mentioned that they had confronted a 
litterbug who interestingly denied committing the act. 

While this may be interpreted to indicate a pervasive apathy on the 
part of Singaporeans, the data suggests that many people prefer not 
to be in the spotlight. In fact, many informants mentioned that they 
frequently wanted to "educate" a litterbug or pick up after someone 
else's	litter	but	shied	away	from	the	idea	because	that	would	bring	about	
unwanted attention to themselves. This phenomenon could be part of 
the Singaporean cultural make-up.

Role of informal social control

Reasons cited by litterbugs for littering

•	 perceived	lack	of	litter	bins.
•	 preference	for	litter	bins	that	are	more	hygienic	and	convenient,	with		
 large side openings or lids operated by a foot-press.
•	 smokers	found	it	difficult	to	find	litter	bins	equipped	with	ashtrays.
•	 flicking	the	cigarette	butt	is	an	acceptable	norm	among	smokers.
•	 it	is	acceptable	to	litter	in	places	that	are	already	dirty	and	ill-maintained.
•	 lack	of	reminders.	
•	 force	of	habit	and	convenience.
•	 differing	definitions	of	what	constitutes	'litter'	and	'littering'.
•	 'passive	littering'	is	not	littering.
•	 the	absence	of	visible	enforcement	officers	and	the	belief	that	one		
 would not get caught and punished.
•	 the	lack	of	expressions	of	social	disapproval	from	peers	and	members	of		
 the public.
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Many focus group participants expressed the view that the littering 
problem in Singapore has deteriorated compared to the 1990s and 
attributed the cause to the influx of foreigners. They felt that many of 
these foreigners hail from countries where littering is not an issue and 
accepted as "normal behaviour". 

However, a few participants disagreed with the view that Singapore 
has deteriorated in cleanliness, arguing that Singapore has in fact 
become much cleaner due to better education and housing conditions. 
Interestingly, these participants felt that Singapore has become cleaner 
"not because of Singaporeans but because of the number of foreigner 
cleaners" willing to clean after them. 

Focus group participants differed in their views on whether the littering problem has deteriorated.

Key findings 2: 
Focus group discussions
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According to many of the participants, certain areas tend to suffer from 
littering more than others. These include HDB townships, public parks in 
housing estates, beach fronts and hawker centres. Some felt that specific 
areas within HDB townships like void decks, centralised rubbish chute 
areas, lift landings, neighbourhood shopping malls, bus interchanges, 
coffee shops and play areas are most prone to littering. Some felt that HDB 
townships are generally "dirtier" than "touristy" places and attributed 
this to the greater distribution of enforcement resources, increased 
availability of bins and more effective refuse collection management in 
the latter areas. 

Many participants held the view that since HDB townships are not 
often showcased as important icons of Singapore, they have been 
largely neglected. They cite as evidence the "weak" presence of visible 
enforcement officers in these areas. Some also felt that older estates such 

Where and when does littering take place?

Some recycling bins are treated like 
rubbish bins. 

Littering in lifts.A common form of littering is 
discarded flyers in mailbox areas. 
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as Yishun, Queenstown, Ang Mo Kio and Bedok have severe littering 
problems compared to newer estates like Punggol and Sengkang. Two 
factors may account for such a view. First, residents in the newer estates 
tend to be better-educated, white-collar executives with young children, 
who are better informed of the adverse consequences of littering. Second, 
the	'newness'	of	the	estate	could	have	an	effect	on	enhancing	a	sense	of	
ownership and attachment among its residents, which in turn induces 
pro-social behaviour. A few participants also attributed differences in the 
extent of the littering problem to the management capabilities of the 
respective town councils. 

Most participants acknowledged that the littering problem is far worse 
at night than during the day. The data gathered from the individual 
offenders tend to support this view as many offenders confessed that 
they had littered mostly at night simply because the risk of detection and 
apprehension was almost negligible.

Litter in a carpark. A storm canal filled with discarded litter. Litter in a bicycle basket thrown by 
inconsiderate people.
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Many older focus group participants felt that littering is common among 
the younger generation as the latter, according to one senior participant, 
"lack good behaviours" and have "maids to take care of everything 
for them". Therefore, youths do not see the value of proper binning 
etiquette. 

Younger participants, on the other hand, felt that the littering problem 
is mainly caused by the older people who have been deeply socialised 
into thinking that littering is culturally acceptable as it was not a salient 
issue earlier in their life. They also mentioned that it would be difficult to 
bring about a change in the attitudes of older people towards littering 
and binning at this stage of their lives. 

Female participants, as opposed to their male counterparts, acknowledged 
that they rarely litter as they fear that the social disapproval they would 
receive from the people around them might be more intense compared 
to the response to male offenders. Women with children reported that 
they were "careful" about their behaviour as they felt that they have a 
greater responsibility to act as positive role models for their children. One 
participant shared how she keeps an attractive mini-dustbin in her car to 
encourage binning in her two children and rewards them whenever they 
exhibit good practices.    

The role of age and gender

Women tend to not litter for fear of social disapproval and the desire to be good role models for their children.
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Both older folks and younger people blame each other for the littering problem.

69  / Perceptions, Punishment And Persuasion



Almost all the focus group participants were not aware that the fine for 
first time-offenders was $200 previously or that it has since been raised 
to $300. Without this knowledge on the part of the participants, the 
researchers were unable to discern the deterrent effect this might have 
on their littering behaviours. However, data collected from the interviews 
with offenders suggest that the imposition of fines has only a limited 
deterrent effect on their future offending behaviours. 

Analytically, the data points to two factors. First, the certainty of 
punishment does not exist in the minds of the would-be offenders. Many 
offenders do not entertain the possibility that they would be caught 
for littering and thus have come to evaluate the risk of detection and 
apprehension to be remote. This suggests that offenders litter while 
thinking that they would never be caught and that this consideration takes 
precedence over the question of the severity of fines in the event they are 
caught. In this regard, emphasising the certainty of punishment might 
be a more effective deterrent than the actual severity of punishment 

Certainty versus severity: views on fines and punishment

A visual reminder not to litter at a public park.
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imposed. Thus, while the severity component of the punishment process 
should not be under-emphasised, it is often subsidiary to the certainty 
aspect. 

Second, punishment either in the form of fines or CWOs does not come 
with the inculcation of positive values. In other words, there is no perceived 
association between the punishment imposed and the desired outcome 
sought by the punishment. Thus, the potential of punishment to change 
the behaviour of litterbugs is not realised. Data from interviews with the 
offenders attests to this point. 

Many offenders who have been formally processed by the authorities 
(including a few who have done CWOs) have variously described the 
process of paying fines, going to the courts and doing CWOs in terms 
such as "waste of time", "no meaning", "just go through the motion 
because	that's	what	they	want	us	to	do",	"just	pay	and	don't	think	about	
it", and "I am so unlucky to be caught, now I am going to be extra careful 
before I litter".  One focus group participant who had done CWOs twice 
mentioned that he still litters and does it "without much care".

Corrective Work Orders form an embarassing and inconvenient penalty for repeat offenders as well as 
first-time offenders who throw large items.
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While the older participants were in favour of raising fines further to 
"make	a	difference	to	the	litterbugs'	pockets",	an	overwhelming	majority	
felt that the best way to curb the littering problem is through education 
and public campaigns. Most felt that proper binning behaviours and 
values that proscribe littering must be inculcated early when children are 
young and impressionable. Parents are seen to bear a big responsibility 
in instilling the right values in their children. The younger participants 
expressed hope that the national campaigns could be taken online and 
published in various social networking websites as younger people   
tend to be more exposed to the electronic media than to traditional 
channels.

When asked if they could recall any national campaigns that had promoted 
anti-littering in recent years, surprisingly most participants could not, 
giving	fuzzy	responses	like	"I	think	there	is	one	that	says	stop	littering",	
"Is	 there	 one	 on	make	 our	 Singapore	 green?",	 "I	 once	 remember	 the	
green	 frog…is	 the	 frog	 still	used	 today?".	Many	participants	 could	not	

Education and encouragement: views on national anti-littering and 
educational campaigns

Launch of the Litter-Free Parks programme.
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remember the exact words used in the campaigns, but they seem to have 
an affinity with the green frog which they have come to associate with 
anything that has to do with the environment.  

It appears that most outreach and educational campaigns lack a context 
or an intended message that members of the public can easily identify. 
Many participants felt that since littering was to them a non-issue, they 
could not understand why it is a problem for the authorities. Perhaps 
some kind of effort to convey the ill-effects of littering, in addition to it 
being an anti-social act, might be useful. On this note, a few participants 
suggested that the authorities link littering to graver health issues like 
dengue, malaria, SARS or H1N1, so that people would better appreciate 
the need to dispose of their trash properly.

Some participants also felt that anti-littering campaigns need not always 
be	very	sterile	and	instructional.	Instead,	they	could	appeal	to	people's	
emotions in order to encourage the proper behaviour. 

The 'Design-A-Bin' contest forms part of the NEA's effort to engage the young.
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Many participants who have school-going children felt that an emphasis 
on anti-littering was somewhat absent in schools. They attributed this to 
the hiring of in-house cleaners, with one participant remarking: "Gone 
are the days where we are expected to draw up a roster and take turns 
to do the cleaning of the classroom, empty rubbish bins, shut all windows 
before you go back home…now everything also no need to do…Schools, 
especially all the wealthy and independent schools have so many cleaners 
to	do	the	job	that	today's	children	do	not	have	the	values".		

Another	parent	related	that	in	her	daughter's	school	the	efforts	are	not	
spread across the student population but targeted at two groups of 
students. The first group consists of academically sound students, usually 
prefects, who are identified by the school to be positive role models and 
assume the role of school ambassadors. These students are brought to 
nearby HDB precincts to help residents clear rubbish and instil in them 
positive values of civic responsibility. The second group of students, in 
contrast, are those made to pick up litter in the school and the outlying 
areas as a form of punishment.  

While many participants agreed that schools have sensitised their children 
to pressing environmental issues like global warming and the need to 
"go green", these efforts are largely divorced from actual daily practice. 
For	example,	one	participant	mentioned	how	his	son's	school	often	talks	
about environmental issues but does not have any recycling bins in its 
premises. 

What was evident in both national and school efforts to curb littering is that 
they lacked a critical message with which people could strongly identify 
and which could get the public to appreciate the real consequences of 
this anti-social act.

A class effort: views on outreach in schools

Schools constitute one platform for promoting the anti-littering message.
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Evidence
A Community And School 
Survey On Littering Behaviour

From The Ground



Objectives
This component of the littering study tested hypotheses that linked 
attitudinal, social and structural factors to norms and behaviour relating 
to littering. Based on an extensive review of published works on littering 
behaviour as well as findings from the qualitative interviews, the 
researchers constructed a comprehensive questionnaire. 

The survey was designed to systematically reflect the trends in behaviour 
and perceptions towards littering in Singapore society. These findings 
provide important feedback on how the community views current          
anti-littering efforts and inform strategies that can be adopted to further 
advance public policy in protecting the environment.

The primary aims of the survey are threefold:

1. to obtain empirical evidence on public perceptions towards littering; 

2.  to identify the social, cultural and environmental triggers that   
 contribute to littering behaviour; and

3. based on the outcomes, to derive effective interventions for public  
 campaigns to promote a clean and green Singapore.

Understanding why people litter is essential in designing effective anti-littering messages.
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Survey methodology
The researchers employed a sociological perspective on the study of 
attitudes towards littering and littering behaviour. While public messages 
may assume the presence of a shared objective definition of what 
constitutes litter and littering, this may not necessarily be the case in 
the minds of the public. The term 'litter' is a social construct, meaning 
it is a concept that does not occur in nature but exists by virtue of the 
significance or definitions ascribed to it within a particular social group 
or context.

To understand why people litter, it was important to firstly derive an 
appreciation of how people define litter and littering behaviour. Another 
important consideration is the notion of responsibility and ownership. 
Whose responsibility is it to keep our social spaces clean? This study derived 
social meanings of litter, littering behaviour and social responsibility as 
understood by Singaporeans. Based on the findings, interventions that 
address the root cause of littering behaviour can be designed.

The survey instrument was divided into five sections. The first section 
focused on what constitutes litter and littering behaviour and included 
questions on responsibility for cleanliness. Sections 2 to 5 documented 
information on ideologies and social determinants that may explain the 
variations in perception and behaviour on littering. Section 2 included 
instruments that measured attitudes towards Government and authority, 
as well as perceptions of self-control. Section 3 looked at the quality and 
influence of informal support networks, while the questions in Section 
4 solicited feedback on public anti-littering campaigns and policies in 
Singapore. Section 5 documented the social demographic background of 
the respondents. 

The target population was Singapore residents, both adults and youths. 
Additionally, the researchers wanted to focus on youths in educational 
institutions as the findings would inform initiatives that could address the 
needs of schools. Three groups were sampled for the survey: 
 
1. the community in general, represented by heads of households and  
 their spouses; 

2. youths aged 17 and older; and 

3. younger teens, represented by secondary 3 and secondary 4 students  
 in Singapore schools.
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These groups represent different perspectives from a cross-section of the 
population. It was important to understand these different perspectives 
so that better targeted anti-littering messages can be framed to reach 
out to all social groups in the community. As the population is not 
homogenous, a one-size-fits-all slogan at the national campaign level may 
not be as effective in promoting litter-free habits compared to a more 
focused approach. For instance, the researchers expected that school-
going teenagers in their formative years would view littering and social 
responsibility differently from older youths and adults.

For the public survey of adults and youths, the researchers used a random 
sample of 4,400 households, which were stratified by housing type and 
representative of all households in Singapore. For the school-going 
teenagers, a probability sample of 1,500 school students from 11 schools 
was drawn, stratified by school type (Independent, Government Aided, 
Government) and stream (Special, Express, Normal Academic, Normal 
Technical) to provide a proportionate representation of all secondary 
school types in Singapore. Informed consent was obtained from both the 
school administrators and the students involved. The final sample size for 
each group was as follows: 1,521 for the Public survey of adults (Public), 
1,482 for the survey of Youths (Youth), 1,500 for School students (School) 
(Table 1).

Public Youth School

Effective sample size 1,521 1,482 1,500

Response rate 75.0% 70.0% 78.0%

Table 1
Sample size and response rate for community and school surveys

As the study topic was fairly sensitive (the questionnaire probed the 
respondents' pro-social and anti-social attitudes as well as self-reported 
littering behaviour), the researchers used a self-administered, drop-off 
pick-up methodology for data collection to alleviate the effects of social 
desirability. 
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The community survey involved 4,400 households.
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Key findings 1:
Perceptions and attitudes towards littering

The diagram below provides a framework that highlights the 3-stage 
process which translates anti-littering norms into action. First, awareness 
must be raised to establish the norms. Second, processes must be in 
place to entrench these norms in the everyday lives of members in the 
community so that they will be internalised. 

Finally, the desired outcome (a cleaner community) is achieved 
through three concurrent actions: self-policing (to alleviate one's direct 
contribution to the social problem, namely littering), active citizenry 
(where individuals in the community extend the social policing to others 
around them to further minimise the social problem), and establishment 
of responsibility (where individuals take active ownership of public spaces 
in their communities).

Based on the survey findings, we note that anti-littering norms are already 
in place. Several indicators in the survey showed that most respondents are 
aware of the anti-littering norms, with 97.7% of all respondents reporting 
that they would bin their litter if they saw a litter bin nearby. In addition, 
93.1% agreed that we should only place trash in litter bins (Table 2).

Stage 1: 
Campaigns
to set norms in 
the community

Stage 2:
Raise awareness of 
consequences to 
aesthetics & cost

Raise awareness of 
roles & responsibility

Education to
establish relevance
of anti-littering policies

Formal & informal
enforcement to
establish clear norms

Self-policing of pro-social 
behaviour

Grow active citizenry

Monitoring of public
space - who is/should be 
responsible?

Awareness Internalisation Outcome
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Table 2: Responses to anti-littering norms

Situation % Who Agreed with the Statements

School Youth Public Overall

If I see a litter bin nearby, 
I will always bin my litter

96.6 98.0 98.4 97.7

We should only place trash in 
litter bins

89.2 94.7 95.1 93.1

Table 3: Littering behaviour of survey respondents

Response % Agreed

School Youth Public Overall

Never 31.2 69.8 85.6 62.6

Only when there is no 
nearby litter bin

26.5 13.0 6.5 15.2

Only when there is no 
one around

7.1 0.8 0.5 2.7

Sometimes 32.0 16.2 7.2 18.3

Most of the time 3.2 0.3 0.2 1.2

Significantly, 62.6% of all respondents reported that they had never littered. 
Only 1.2% were self-proclaimed litterbugs. However, 36.2% admitted to 
littering under specific conditions (Table 3). These are "situational binners" 
who bin only under certain circumstances. In terms of policy intervention, 
this is the group that we should focus on and encourage to convert into 
"habitual binners".

62.6%

36.2%

1.2%

Habitual
binners

Litterbugs

Situational 
binners

Figure 1: Percentage of binners
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Why do people litter? The researchers posit that they do so because of two 
primary reasons: because they can rationalise the anti-social behaviour, 
and because they can get away with it.  

The survey findings show that respondents are actively redefining what 
constitutes litter and littering and when non-binning could be rationalised 
as a pro-social behaviour. As far as the NEA is concerned, anything 
that is disposed of outside bins is litter. So if an individual articulates                           
anti-littering norms, the objective, rational action would be to bin. 

However, individuals actively rationalise the act of littering, using the 
social context to justify their contradictory actions. This happens when 
there is ambiguity or inconsistency in the policing of norms. For example, 
if vast numbers of litterbugs are seen to break the rules and are able 
to get away with it, this observation renders the norms ineffective. If 
leaving trash outside of bins is acceptable in certain circumstances (for 
example, in many condominiums where the estate cleaners are happy to 
collect bulky items left in lobbies), that also causes norms to be perceived 
as unclear and negotiable.

To investigate perceptions of what constitutes litter, the questionnaire 
listed 12 of the most commonly found items littered in public spaces. 

Most respondents agreed that throwing small items on the ground 
constitutes littering (Figure 2). There was a strong consensus 

that disposing tissue paper, cigarette butts, flyers, receipts, 
unfinished food items, disposable utensils, empty drink 

containers, small plastic bags and candy wrappers onto the 
ground constitutes littering (Table 4).

1 It's not litter if I don't think it's litter:
Litter as a social construct
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There was less consensus, however, when it came to throwing parking 
coupon tabs or small pieces of paper. Perhaps the perception was that 
if the item in question is really small, it would result in less visible litter 
and therefore, cause less harm. The item with the lowest consensus was 
the act of leaving unwanted items near lift landings. This suggests that 
a significant segment of the population is still ignorant about rules on 
the disposal of bulky items. One reason why this act was not considered 
littering by some could be because it is a normal practice in their everyday 
life. 

From these findings, the first implication for policy is that one must specify 
clear definitions and norms on what constitutes litter.

"Throwing small items on 
the ground is not considered 
littering."Do you agree?

School Youth Public

82.8% 94.3% 93.1%

17.2% 5.7% 6.9%

Disagree
 
Agree 

Figure 2
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Items % Responded "YES, this is litter"

School Youth Public Overall

Tissue papers 96.5 98.9 98.3 97.9

Cigarette butts 93.6 97.6 98.2 96.5

Parking coupon tabs 85.9 89.7 90.4 88.7

Small pieces of paper 88.8 92.0 91.5 90.8

Flyers/brochures 93.9 95.6 95.3 94.9

Receipts 93.9 97.2 96.4 95.9

Unfinished food items 94.3 95.5 95.6 95.2

Disposable utensils 95.5 98.3 97.9 97.2

Empty drink cans/cups/
bottles

96.8 98.4 98.1 97.8

Small plastic bags 93.9 97.9 96.4 96.1

Sweet wrappers 92.4 96.3 96.4 95.0

Leaving unwanted items 
near the lift landing

81.9 86.4 87.0 85.1

Table 4: Respondents' perspective on what constitutes litter

Not all respondents regarded leaving unwanted items at the lift landing as littering.
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2 It all depends where, when and why: The act 
of littering as a situational contextualisation

Given the premise that littering is a social construct, the scenario in which 
littering takes place becomes an important factor. When does discarding 
unwanted items in public constitute littering? While the law is very clear on 
this – as long as it is not binned, it is littering – it is not so straightforward 
in the minds of individuals. 

The questionnaire listed eight common scenarios where trash is likely to 
be discarded and asked respondents if they considered each scenario to 
be "littering". In two clear instances, there was broad consensus among 
respondents from all three groups that the act would constitute littering. 
The first involves throwing used tissue paper by the side of a street, even 
when the street is dirty with litter everywhere (Table 5, Situation B). The 
fact that there is litter everywhere does not legitimise acts that contribute 
further to the unpleasant environment. The second scenario where there 
was a consensus involved littering where there is no bin nearby (Table 5, 
Situation F). 

However, for the other six scenarios, a significant proportion of   
respondents disagreed that they were clear cases of littering. For example, 
more than half of the respondents from each group felt that leaving 
trash by the side of a full bin was not wrong (Table 5, Situation B). This 
is an important finding as litter left around bins is one common cause 
of unsightliness. Another scenario attracting ambiguity was the disposal 
of trash at East Coast Park (Table 5, Situation H). Nearly 40% of students 
believed it is not wrong to leave their trash on the tables after a barbeque 
party, as cleaners were expected to take care of it. These two scenarios 
suggest that there are informal norms which govern how people perceive 
what constitutes littering. 

The third set of patterns that surfaced was the notion of intent. If there 
is no intent to litter, then even if litter is generated, a significant portion 
of respondents felt that they did not have to actively rectify the situation 
(Table 5, Situations C, D and G). Here, public education on the responsibility 
of active citizenry is critical in order to effect a mindset shift. 
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In a separate section of the questionnaire (Table 6), respondents were 
asked to indicate the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with 
statements on various issues and sentiments. Several of the statements 
described situations similar to the scenarios reflected in Table 5. The 
outcomes on this exercise were consistent with those in Table 5 and 
served to provide internal consistency for the survey conclusions. As in 
the earlier scenarios, most disagreed that it was all right to litter if the 
environment was already dirty (Table 6, Statement E), but a significant 
proportion of respondents agreed that leaving trash around a filled bin 
was not littering (Table 6, Statement D). While more than 90% reported 
that they always bin their trash (Table 6, Statements A and C), about 20% 
indicated that they would not carry their trash with them if a bin was not 
conveniently located (Table 6, Statement F).

Situation % responded “NO, this is 
not considered littering”

School Youth Public

A) The litter bin is full so John leaves his empty coke     
     bottle by the side of the bin.

70.1 57.0 52.1

B) The street is very dirty, and trash is everywhere.   
     Jane throws her used tissue by the side of the    
     street.

7.1 3.5 3.7

C) John is running to catch the bus and drops his   
    empty coke bottle. He just leaves it on the ground 
    and runs off.

20.6 16.2 14.7

D) As Jane is walking out from the cafe, the wind   
     blows her stack of napkins all over. She does not   
     pick them up.

25.8 17.0 17.5

E) John buries his cigarette butt in the flowerpot by 
     the side of the road.

27.1 9.6 8.6

F) John and Jane are taking a snack break on the 
    public bench and leave a small piece of food 
    wrapper behind because the bin is too far away.

7.4 3.9 4.7

G) Jane is visiting the shopping centre with her son 
     and she drops a sweet wrapper on the floor. She 
     does not pick it up.

10.9 8.9 8.9

H) John and Jane are having a barbeque party with 
     their friends at East Coast Park. They leave their 
     trash neatly piled up on the table because they 
     know the cleaner will take care of it.

39.5 28.9 27.7

Table 5: Situational context for littering

Respondents' perspectives on what constitutes littering
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Taken altogether, these findings suggest that while respondents were 
mindful of norms regarding littering, they were not likely to make a 
conscientious effort to avoid littering or to keep the streets clean.

While more than 95% of respondents agreed that it was their responsibility 
to keep the city clean (Table 6, Statement N), at least 25% of youths 
and adults blamed cleaners for dirty streets (Table 6, Statement H). 
Interestingly, students were less likely to agree with the older respondents 
on this. The finding on perceptions of the roles of cleaners is noteworthy. 
While a substantial number of respondents blamed cleaners when streets 
are dirty, more attributed the cleanliness of Singapore to the efforts of 
those who lived here than to the cleaners (comparing Table 6, Statements 
J and K). This shows that there is generally a lack of appreciation of and 
respect for cleaners. 

Situation % Who Agreed

School Youth Public Overall

A) If I see a litter bin nearby, I will always bin my
     litter.

96.6 98.0 98.4 97.7

B) It's ok to discard our trash wherever it is 
     convenient.

21.6 12.1 14.1 15.9

C) We should only place trash in litter bins. 89.2 94.7 95.1 93.0

D) If a litter bin is full and we throw our trash
     AROUND it, that is not considered littering.

45.8 26.7 22.4 31.6

E) If the place is already dirty, then throwing
    trash onto the floor is not considered littering.

15.4 7.3 7.0 9.9

F) If a litter bin is full, I will carry my trash with   
    me until I come to an empty litter bin.

76.5 81.8 84.9 81.1

G) If others around me are littering, I will also 
     litter.

13.9 5.3 4.6 7.9

H) If a street is dirty, it is the cleaner's fault. 18.9 25.1 27.6 23.9

I) Singapore is cleaner today compared to 10 
   years ago.

90.0 81.1 78.7 83.3

J) Singapore is kept clean only because we hire a 
    lot of cleaners.

54.9 60.3 63.0 59.4

K) Singapore is kept clean because the people 
     who live here keep the city clean.

72.3 81.4 83.8 79.2

L) Foreigners are the people who contribute most 
    to littering.

30.4 44.4 47.5 40.8

M) Littering leads to serious public health 
      problems.

88.0 93.6 94.5 92.0

N) It is our responsibility to keep our city clean. 95.2 98.4 98.5 97.4

Table 6: Perceptions towards littering 
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3 My problem, your responsibility:
Whose job is it to keep Singapore clean?

Who should be responsible for keeping public spaces clean? Earlier    
findings suggest that while the respondents were aware of the norms 
governing littering behaviour, they were less likely to take ownership 
of keeping their surrounding environment clean. The researchers 
investigated this through a series of questions on perceived responsibility 
for keeping the environment clean.

First, respondents were asked a general question on perceived 
responsibility and to indicate who they thought should be responsible 
for keeping public spaces clean: the Government, citizens, or shared 
responsibility of both Government and citizens. As expected, in this 
generalised perspective, most respondents felt that keeping public spaces 
clean should be a shared responsibility (see Figure 3).

As littering and cleanliness tend to be situation-specific, the researchers 
probed further and listed a set of locations – a mixture of private and 
shared spaces. For each space, respondents were asked to indicate who 
should be responsible for keeping the space clean (Table 7). The results 
for youths and adults were very similar and showed that most expect the 
Government to be responsible for keeping public areas clean. The notion 
of shared responsibility is expressed only by a minority and may be one 
reason why Singapore continues to have issues with public cleanliness. 

Students, on the other hand, reported a greater sense of shared 
responsibility. They were more likely to perceive that both citizens and 
the Government should share the responsibility of maintaining the 
cleanliness of shared public spaces. This finding is noteworthy and speaks 
volume of young Singaporeans. 

The survey findings revealed notions of ambiguity in the construct of 
responsibility. Most respondents articulated that it should be a shared 
responsibility of both citizens and the Government. However, this 
generous and abstract construct of 'shared responsibility' fails to clearly 
assign roles that citizens should play in helping keep Singapore clean. 
So it is a situation where keeping public spaces litter-free is everyone's 
responsibility, but in reality no one really does anything (except perhaps 
to refrain from littering) as people expect someone else to take the pro-
active role. This ambiguity is further confounded by the density in living 
conditions. With so many people sharing public and communal spaces, 
members of the community are further alienated from cultivating a 
strong sense of ownership and personal responsibility.
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2.0%
4.5%

93.5%

5.9%

1.6%

92.5%

9.2%

2.7%

88.2%

Citizens GovernmentBoth Citizens & Government

Figure 3: Responsibility for keeping public spaces clean

School Youth Public 

Who is responsible 
for cleanliness?

Kendall's tau-B = -0.116*
*significant at 95% confidence
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Places Responses (%)

My responsibility Shared responsibility Government's
responsibility

School Youth Adults School Youth Adults School Youth Adults

My home 87.8 96.8 97.3 10.8 0.1 0.0 1.4 3.1 2.7

My office space 56.7 74.8 76.9 37.8 2.9 3.3 5.5 22.2 19.8

My classroom 45.9 66.4 67.3 48.5 3.0 4.6 5.6 30.6 28.1

Bus stops 4.0 4.3 4.0 72.0 16.5 19.1 24.0 79.2 76.9

Public parks 3.5 2.5 2.4 72.2 18.4 20.5 24.4 79.1 77.2

Public lifts & stairways 5.8 4.3 3.7 73.0 14.4 15.6 21.2 81.3 80.7

Common corridor 18.2 10.6 10.1 68.2 10.4 11.0 13.5 79.0 78.9

Area outside my front 
door

70.1 64.1 61.0 6.1 2.4 2.1 23.8 33.4 36.9

Place of worship 22.7 23.7 21.1 62.5 11.1 13.5 14.8 65.2 65.4

Void-decks 6.4 3.0 2.8 68.8 16.2 19.3 24.8 80.7 77.9

Table at hawker 
centres

9.1 6.2 5.8 63.7 14.7 15.2 27.1 79.0 79.0

Common public areas 3.7 2.8 2.4 71.0 14.4 16.4 25.3 82.8 81.2

Table 7: Responsibility for keeping specific spaces clean

A note on statistical analysis

Where the variables analysed were categorical and nominal, the Chi-square 
test was used to test for association. To establish strength of association, 
Goodman and Krushkal's tau-A was tabulated. Tau-A ranges from 0 – 1, where 
1 represented a perfect association. 

Where the variables in the analysis were categorical and ordinal, Kendall's 
tau-B was used to test for association and indicate strength of association. 
Tau-B ranges from -1 to +1, with (-/+)1 representing a perfect (negative/positive) 
association. It should also be noted that Group Status (students, youth, public) 
is conceptualised as ordinal categorical as the three groups are ranked in terms 
of age, with students as the youngest and public (heads of households) as the 
oldest.
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4 Who litters 
and why?

To understand why people litter, the researchers conducted bivariate 
analyses (which examines the relationship between two variables) to 
tease out correlations between factors that predict littering behaviour 
and actual littering behaviour. 

The researchers asked respondents if they had littered in public places. 
Interestingly, students were most likely to admit to littering under 
various scenarios. Adults were least likely to admit to littering, with an 
overwhelming 85.6% reporting that they had never littered. This is likely 
because adults have accepted and internalised the norm that littering is 
not socially acceptable. There is also a statistically significant correlation 
between gender and self-reported littering.

Table 8: Crosstabulation of littering behaviour and group membership  

Do you throw litter in public 
places?

Group membership

TotalSchool Youth Public

Never Count

% within group

455

31.2%

1034

69.8%

1302

85.6%

2791

62.6%

Only when 
there is no 
nearby litter bin

Count

% within group

387

26.5%

192

13.0%

99

6.5%

678

15.2%

Only when 
there is no one 
around

Count

% within group

103

7.1%

12

0.8%

7

0.5%

122

2.7%

Sometimes Count

% within group

467

32.0%

240

16.2%

110

7.2%

817

18.3%

Most of the 
time

Count

% within group

47

3.2%

4

0.3%

3

0.2%

54

1.2%

Total Count

% within group

1459

100.0%

1482

100.0%

1521

100.0%

4462

100.0%

Kendall's tau-b 
= -0.401*

*statistically significant at 95% confidence

91  / Evidence From The Ground



In addition to group status and gender, the analysis also surfaced the 
following profile of those who reported that they littered. Those who 
admitted to littering were more likely to:

•	 not	consider	small	items	as	litter,	and	thus,	hold	views	that		 	
 discarding small items outside of bins is not littering;

•	 hold	norms	that	rationalise	littering	under	specific	scenarios;

•	 hold	the	belief	that	it	is	not	wrong	to	discard	unwanted	items		 	
 outside of bins;

•	 disregard	anti-littering	norms,	and	instead	embrace	attitudes	which		
 normalise littering;

•	 see	keeping	shared	spaces	clean	as	NOT	the	citizens'	responsibility;

•	 be	embedded	in	informal	support	networks	where	significant		 	
 others litter; and

•	 be	smokers.

People who litter are more likely to regard keeping shared spaces clean as NOT the citizens' responsibility.
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Rationalising our behaviour – the social construct of litter and littering

The crosstabulation results show that those who littered were less likely 
to consider small items as trash (Table 9). This follows the idea that litter 
is a social construct with subjective definitions that vary with the factors 
involved. For the NEA, litter is anything discarded outside of bins or other 
proper disposal facilities. The size of the item does not matter. However, 
there was no consensus among the respondents that all discarded items 
are necessarily considered litter. In particular, small items thought to 
have negligible effect if disposed of carelessly may not be considered 
litter. Those who litter were more likely to argue that small items do not 
constitute litter if they are discarded outside of bins, very likely because 
they perceive that such small items are harmless.

Related to this is the social context in which littering is rationalised. While 
individuals may overtly agree that on a general ideological level, littering 
is wrong, they may not necessarily reach this consensus when littering is 
placed in the context of specific scenarios. 

The researchers described eight scenarios in which litter was generated, 
and crosstabulated responses to whether each scenario constituted 
littering against self-reported littering behaviour. While there was 
no consensus that each situation constituted littering (Table 10), the 
researchers expected that those who littered would be more likely to 
rationalise the situation as 'normal' (i.e., not deviant) and therefore 
respond that it did not constitute littering. The results supported this 
hypothesis. In every scenario, those who littered were more likely to 
rationalise the act as 'normal' and NOT littering. These findings reinforce 
the notion of littering as a social construct that is rationalised within the 
social context. 

Litter, including small items such as parking coupon tabs, is defined as anything discarded outside of bins or 
other proper disposal facilities.
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Group status Small items NOT 
considered littering

TotalAgree Disagree

School Do you 
litter?

NO Count

% within small items NOT 
considered littering

39

17.6%

362

34.4%

401

31.5%

YES Count

% within small items NOT 
considered littering

182

82.4%

691

65.6%

873

68.5%

Total Count

% within small items NOT 
considered littering

221

100.0%

1053

100.0%

1274

100.0%

Youth Do you 
litter?

NO Count

% within small items NOT 
considered littering

44

53.0%

977

70.8%

1021

69.8%

YES Count

% within small items NOT 
considered littering

39

47.0%

402

29.2%

441

30.2%

Total Count

% within small items NOT 
considered littering

83

100.0%

1379

100.0%

1462

100.0%

Public Do you 
litter?

NO Count

% within small items NOT 
considered littering

79

77.5%

1205

86.8%

1284

86.2%

YES Count

% within small items NOT 
considered littering

23

22.5%

183

13.2%

206

13.8%

Total Count

% within small items NOT 
considered littering

102

100.0%

1388

100.0%

1490

100.0%

Value Approx. Sig.

School Ordinal by Ordinal      Kendall's tau-b

N of Valid Cases

-0.136

1274

0.000

Youth Ordinal by Ordinal      Kendall's tau-b

N of Valid Cases

-0.090

1462

0.002

Public Ordinal by Ordinal      Kendall's tau-b

N of Valid Cases

-0.069

1490

0.030

Table 9: Crosstabulation of perception of small items NOT considered littering with 
self-reported littering – control for group status
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Table 10: Crosstabulation of self-reported littering behaviour by "is this 
considered littering?"

Situation Kendall's 
tau-B

A) The litter bin is full so John leaves his empty coke bottle by the side of     
     the bin.

0.145

B) The street is very dirty, and trash is everywhere. Jane throws her used 
     tissue by the side of the street.

0.107

C) John is running to catch the bus and drops his empty coke bottle. 
    He just leaves it on the ground and runs off.

0.073

D) As Jane is walking out from the cafe, the wind blows her stack of 
     napkins all over. She does not pick them up.

0.157

E) John buries his cigarette butt in the flowerpot by the side of the road. 0.213

F) John and Jane are taking a snack break on the public bench and leave  
    a small piece of food wrapper behind because the bin is too far away.

0.074

G) Jane is visiting the shopping centre with her son and she drops a sweet 
     wrapper on the floor. She does not pick it up.

0.059

H) John and Jane are having a barbeque party with their friends at East  
     Coast Park. They leave their trash neatly piled up on the table because   
     they know the cleaners will take care of it.

0.076

Trash left by a barbeque pit in a park.
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Internalised norms and exhibited behaviour

Related to notions of social constructs is the role of norms in self-policing 
pro-social behaviour. Norms are informal expectations that individuals 
internalise through the process of socialisation. 

To tease out what norms govern binning behaviour, the questionnaire   
listed seven statements on attitudes towards various aspects of littering 
(Table 11) and asked respondents the extent to which they agreed or 
disagreed with each statement. Some of the statements described 
situations similar to the scenarios illustrated earlier, but in these 
statements, the respondent is placed as the first person. Thus, the 
response captures the normative or personal stance of the individual 
completing the questionnaire.

The results were consistent. Those who littered were more likely to report 
support for anti-social behaviour. For example, in statement (B), those 
who littered were more likely to agree that it was all right to discard trash 
whenever it was convenient. Those who littered were more likely to: 

a) disagree that they would always bin;

b) agree that it was all right to discard trash wherever convenient;

c) disagree that trash should always be placed in bins;

d) agree that it was all right to throw trash around a full bin;

e) agree that it was all right to litter in a dirty place;

f) disagree that they would carry trash with them until they came to an  
 empty bin; and

g) agree that they would litter if others around them were littering.

Disposing trash around a full bin has the strongest correlation with littering 
behaviour and extent of agreement with the statement. Altogether, 31% 
of all respondents agreed that this is acceptable behaviour. This suggests 
that a sizable proportion do not see the harm of littering around a bin. 
It is also noteworthy that those who littered were more likely to litter if 
others around were littering. In terms of policy, these findings suggest 
that to change littering behaviour, the internalised norms that rationalise 
littering would have to be changed. 
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Table 11: Crosstabulation of self-reported littering behaviour by 
agreement with the respective statements

To what extent do you agree/disagree with the following: Kendall's 
tau-B

A) If I see a litter bin nearby, I will always bin my litter. 0.077

B) It's ok to discard our trash wherever it is convenient. -0.112

C) We should only place trash in litter bins. 0.109

D) If a litter bin is full and we throw our trash AROUND it, that is not 
    considered littering.

-0.213

E) If the place is already dirty, then throwing trash onto the floor is not 
    considered littering.

-0.102

F) If a litter bin is full, I will carry my trash with me until I come to an empty     
    litter bin.

0.164

G) If others around me are littering, I will also litter. -0.153

Many respondents felt that leaving their trash around a litter bin is an acceptable behaviour.
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Assigned responsibility and individual action – whose job is it to clean?

While the vast majority of respondents (91.4%) believed that keeping 
Singapore clean was the shared responsibility of both citizens and the 
Government, those who littered were more likely to report that the 
Government should be solely responsible for Singapore's cleanliness. 
Conversely, those who did not litter were more likely to place that 
responsibility on citizens (Table 12). 

Controlled for group status, the results showed a significant association 
between attributed responsibility and self-reported littering among  
school students and adults, but not among youths. The association was 
stronger in the school sample. In terms of raising public awareness, 
this suggests a need to reinforce a stronger sense of ownership so 
that Singaporeans do not become over-reliant on the Government for 
preserving the aesthetics and cleanliness of public spaces.

Both citizens and the Government should share the responsibility of maintaining the cleanliness of shared public 
spaces.
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NEA's effort to also engage the

Table 12: Crosstabulation of opinion on responsibility of cleaning with self-reported 
littering – control for group status

Group status Who is responsible for
cleaning?

TotalCitizen Both
citizen
& govt

Govt

School Do you litter? NO Count

Column %

14

60.9%

382

31.4%

7

12.1%

403

31.1%

YES Count 

Column %

9

39.1%

833

68.6%

51

87.9%

893

68.9%

Total Count 

Column %

23

100.0%

1215

100.0%

58

100.0%

1296

100.0%

Youth Do you litter? NO Count

Column %

66

76.7%

940

69.3%

17

70.8%

1023

69.7%

YES Count

Column %

20

23.3%

417

30.7%

7

29.2%

444

30.3%

Total Count

Column %

86

100.0%

1357

100.0%

24

100.0%

1467

100.0%

Public Do you litter? NO Count

Column %

122

89.1%

1132

85.8%

30

75.0%

1284

85.8%

YES Count

Column %

15

10.9%

187

14.2%

10

25.0%

212

14.2%

Total Count

Column %

137

100.0%

1319

100.0%

40

100.0%

1496

100.0%

Value Approx. Sig.

School                                      Kendall's tau-b

N of Valid Cases

0.119

1296

0.000

Youth                                      Kendall's tau-b

N of Valid Cases

0.032

1467

0.196

Public                                      Kendall's tau-b

N of Valid Cases

0.048

1496

0.061
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Attitudes towards binning

Bin accessibility is an important factor in this study. More than 53% of 
respondents commented that bins were not conveniently located. About 
20% reported that it was not easy for them to locate a bin if they needed 
to throw litter. Those who littered were more likely to report that they 
had difficulty locating a bin.

The researchers asked if it was wrong to throw litter anywhere but in the 
bins provided. Surprisingly, 44.5% of all respondents did not believe it was 
wrong. The bivariate analysis showed that those who littered were more 
likely to disagree with the statement (Table 13). Controlling for group 
status, the results of the analysis showed that the relationship between 
attitudes towards binning and self-reported littering was statistically 
significant only among school students, for whom 22.1% of the variation 
in littering behaviour was explained by attitudes towards binning.

The findings from these scenarios show that throwing trash around a bin 
seems to help legitimise the act of littering. The absence of a bin within 
the vicinity also helps to rationalise littering.

Bin inaccessibility is a common excuse given for littering.
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Group Status It is wrong to throw 
litter anywhere but 
in the bins provided

TotalNo Yes

School Do you litter? NO Count

% within attitude

128

19.7%

327

40.4%

455

31.2%

YES Count

% within attitude

521

80.3%

483

59.6%

1004

68.8%

Total Count

% within attitude

649

100.0%

810

100.0%

1459

100.0%

Youth Do you litter? NO Count

% within attitude

450

70.3%

584

69.4%

1034

69.8%

YES Count

% within attitude

190

29.7%

258

30.6%

448

30.2%

Total Count

% within attitude

640

100.0%

842

100.0%

1482

100.0%

Public Do you litter? NO Count

% within attitude

591

85.9%

711

85.4%

1302

85.6%

YES Count

% within attitude

97

14.1%

122

14.6%

219

14.4%

Total Count

% within attitude

688

100.0%

833

100.0%

1521

100.0%

Table 13: Crosstabulation of attitude towards binning with self-reported littering – 
control for group status

Value Approx. Sig.

School Ordinal by Ordinal      Kendall's tau-b

N of Valid Cases

-0.221

1459

0.000

Youth Ordinal by Ordinal      Kendall's tau-b

N of Valid Cases

0.010

1482

0.692

Public Ordinal by Ordinal      Kendall's tau-b

N of Valid Cases

0.008

1521

0.762
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Family and friends: the influence of informal support networks

Behavioural norms are best policed by significant others in informal 
support networks, namely family and peers. In these social settings, a 
strong desire to conform to group norms in order to secure the acceptance 
and approval of significant others will ensure that individuals make efforts 
to adhere to the internalised expected behaviour without the necessity 
of overt policing. Therefore, in an ideal social setting where there is 
strong group cohesion, all group members will know and accept what 
constitutes desired behaviour and  strive to achieve these expectations in 
order to gain the approval of the group.

The researchers investigated the influence of the family and peer support 
networks on littering behaviour. Respondents were asked if there was 
a family member important to him or her, who this person was, if this 
person approved of littering, and if this person littered. The questions 
were repeated for close friends. Both the attitude and behaviour of the 
significant other were that which was perceived by the respondent. It 
did not matter what the objective truth was. What is important were the 
norms interpreted from the respondent's perspective, for this perception 
is what influences the respondent's actions.

Family influence helps to reinforce the binning habit.
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The results for family influence showed that those who littered were 
more likely to have a significant family member who approved of littering 
and who littered (Tables 14 & 15). There was a 2.16 greater probability of 
littering for those whose significant family member approved of littering 
compared to those whose family member disapproved. This risk increased 
to 2.43 when the significant family member also littered. Similarly, for the 
peer support group influence, those who littered were more likely to 
have a close friend who approved of littering and who littered (Tables 
16 & 17). Those with a close friend who approved of littering had a 2.34 
higher probability of littering, and those whose close friend littered had 
a 2.73 higher probability of littering compared to individuals with a close 
friend who did not litter.

The effects of informal social support were consistent in all three groups. 
The effect of peer influence was stronger than that of family. There 
was a strong alignment of the norms of the respondent with his or her 
significant other in the peer network. These findings provide important 
empirical evidence on the power and influence of informal support 
networks. 

People who litter tend to have a close friend who approves of littering.
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Table 14: Crosstabulation of family's attitude towards littering & 
self-reported littering

Table 15: Crosstabulation of family's behaviour towards littering & 
self-reported littering

Family's attitude 
towards littering

TotalDisapprove Approve

Do you litter? NO Count

% within family

2486

68.8%

57

32.8%

2543

67.2%

YES Count

% within family

1126

31.2%

117

67.2%

1243

32.8%

Total Count

% within family

3612

100.0%

174

100.0%

3786

100.0%

Relative Risk  2.16

Family member's 
behaviour

TotalDo not
litter

Litter

Do you litter? NO Count

% within family

2419

70.0%

110

27.4%

2529

65.6%

YES Count

% within family

1037

30.0%

291

72.6%

1328

34.4%

Total Count

% within family

3456

100.0%

401

100.0%

3857

100.0%

Relative Risk  2.43

Value Approx. Sig.

Ordinal by Ordinal      Kendall's tau-b

N of Valid Cases

0.161

3786

0.000

Value Approx. Sig.

Ordinal by Ordinal      Kendall's tau-b

N of Valid Cases

0.273

3857

0.000
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Table 16: Crosstabulation of friend's attitude towards littering & 
self-reported littering

Table 17: Crosstabulation of friend's behaviour towards littering & 
self reported littering

Friend's attitude 
towards littering

TotalDisapprove Approve

Do you litter? NO Count

% within friend

2094

69.9%

116

28.9%

2210

65.0%

YES Count

% within friend

902

30.1%

286

71.1%

1188

35.0%

Total Count

% within friend

2996

100.0%

402

100.0%

3398

100.0%

Relative Risk  2.34

Friend's behaviour

TotalDo not
litter

Litter

Do you litter? NO Count

% within friend

1848

73.9%

260

28.6%

2108

61.8%

YES Count

% within friend

652

26.1%

650

71.4%

1302

38.2%

Total Count

% within friend

2500

100.0%

910

100.0%

3410

100.0%

Relative Risk  2.73

Value Approx. Sig.

Ordinal by Ordinal      Kendall's tau-b

N of Valid Cases

0.278

3398

0.000

Value Approx. Sig.

Ordinal by Ordinal      Kendall's tau-b 

N of Valid Cases

0.413

3410

0.000
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Smoking and littering

The survey also revealed a statistical link between those who smoke 
and self-reported littering. 12.7% of the variation in littering behaviour 
could be explained by smoking status (Table 18). Smokers were asked if 
they would make use of a pocket size pouch that can hold used cigarette 
butts. Only 54.1% responded positively to this idea (Table 19).

Table 18: Crosstabulation between smoking & self-reported littering

Table 19: Response to pocket size cigarette butt pouch to keep used 
cigarette butts

Are you a smoker?

TotalNo Yes

Do you litter? NO Count

% within smoking

2032

80.0%

300

65.4%

2332

77.8%

YES Count

% within smoking

508

20.0%

159

34.6%

667

22.2%

Total Count

% within smoking

2540

100.0%

459

100.0%

2999

100.0%

Value Approx. Sig.

Ordinal by Ordinal      Kendall's tau-b

N of Valid Cases

0.127

2999

0.000

Response (%)

YES, it is worth a try 54.1

NO, it is too troublesome compared to simply flicking my cigarette 20.1

NO, I have no problem binning my cigarette butt currently 25.8

Total 100.0
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Smokers were more likely to be males (Table 20). In terms of significant 
others in their lives, most cited their mothers or spouses (Table 21). This 
suggests that to influence smokers to embrace anti-littering norms, 
married women would be the most effective ambassadors. Although 
most smokers consider improper disposal of cigarette butts as littering 
(Table 22), the most common item smokers admitted to littering was 
cigarette butts (Table 23). 

Although most smokers consider improper disposal of cigarette butts as littering, the most common item smokers 
admitted to littering was cigarette butts. 

Table 20: Crosstabulation of smokers by gender

Gender

TotalFemale Male

Are you a 
smoker?

NO Count

% within gender

1494

93.6%

1046

74.6%

2540

84.7%

YES Count

% within gender

103

6.4%

356

25.4%

459

15.3%

Total Count

% within gender

1597

100.0%

1402

100.0%

2999

100.0%

Value Approx. Sig.

Ordinal by Ordinal      Kendall's tau-b

N of Valid Cases

0.263

2999

0.000
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Significant family member Gender

TotalFemale Male

Father Count

% within gender

15

15.2%

28

8.4%

43

9.9%

Mother Count

% within gender

28

28.3%

110

32.9%

138

31.9%

Spouse Count

% within gender

29

29.3%

147

44.0%

176

40.6%

Grandmother Count

% within gender

2

2.0%

4

1.2%

6

1.4%

Grandfather Count

% within gender

0

0.0%

1

0.3%

1

0.2%

Son Count

% within gender

4

4.0%

4

1.2%

8

1.8%

Daughter Count

% within gender

7

7.1%

4

1.2%

11

2.5%

Sibling Count

% within gender

9

9.1%

30

9.0%

39

9.0%

Others Count

% within gender

1

4.0%

0 

1.8%

1

2.5%

Total Count

% within gender

99

100.0%

334

100.0%

433

100.0%

Table 21: Significant family members of smokers

Table 22: Cigarette butts as litter by smoking status

Are cigarette butts considered litter? Are you a smoker?

TotalNo Yes

NO, this is not litter Count

% within smoking

50

2.0%

13

2.8%

63

2.1%

YES, this is litter Count

% within smoking

2489

98.0%

446

97.2%

2935

97.9%

Total Count

% within smoking

2539

100.0%

459

100.0%

2998

100.0%
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Most common litter items Are you a smoker?

TotalNo Yes

Cigarette 
butts

Count

% within smoking

8

0.3%

100

22.2%

108

3.7%

Glass or 
plastic bottles

Count

% within smoking

27

1.1%

1

0.2%

28

1.0%

Food waste Count

% within smoking

31

1.2%

4

0.9%

35

1.2%

Plastic bags Count

% within smoking

33

1.3%

4

0.9%

37

1.3%

Tissue Count

% within smoking

359

14.4%

48

10.6%

407

13.9%

Food 
wrappers

Count

% within smoking

93

3.7%

11

2.4%

104

3.5%

Candy/sweet 
wrappers

Count

% within smoking

17

0.7%

1

0.2%

18

0.6%

Small pieces 
of paper

Count

% within smoking

53

2.1%

2

0.4%

55

1.9%

Others Count

% within smoking

11

0.4%

2 

0.4%

13

0.4%

I do not litter Count

% within smoking

1854

74.6%

278

61.6%

2132

72.6%

Total Count

% within smoking

2486

100.0%

451

100.0%

2937

100.0%

Table 23: Most common litter items thrown by smoking status 
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Key findings 2:
What works and what doesn't? 
Perceptions of existing anti-littering 
strategies

Overall, 73% of all respondents found public campaigns like the Clean 
and Green Singapore movement effective. Adults from the public group 
were more likely to endorse these public campaigns than students from 
the school group (Table 24). Similarly, those who found these campaigns 
effective were less likely to litter (Table 25). 

Effectiveness of public 
campaigns

Group status

TotalSchool Youth Public

Very effective Count

% within group

133

10.7%

123

8.9%

143

10.1%

399

9.9%

Effective Count

% within group

655

52.9%

896

64.9%

995

70.0%

2546

63.0%

Not effective Count

% within group

361

29.1%

303

22.0%

249

17.5%

913

22.6%

Not effective 
at all

Count

% within group

90

7.3%

58

4.2%

34

2.4%

182

4.5%

Total Count

% within group

1239

100.0%

1380

100.0%

1421

100.0%

4040

100.0%

Table 24: Crosstabulation of perceived effectiveness of public campaigns 
by group status

Value Approx. Sig.

Ordinal by Ordinal      Kendall's tau-b

N of Valid Cases

-0.110

4040

0.000
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Effectiveness of public campaigns Do you litter?

TotalNo Yes

Very effective Count

% within Do you litter?

295

11.4%

104

7.2%

399

9.9%

Effective Count

% within Do you litter?

1703

65.9%

843

58.0%

2546

63.1%

Not effective Count 

% within Do you litter?

512

19.8%

399

27.5%

911

22.6%

Not effective 
at all

Count

% within Do you litter?

75

2.9%

107

7.4%

182

4.5%

Total Count

% within Do you litter?

2585

100.0%

1453

100.0%

4038

100.0%

Table 25: Crosstabulation of perceived effectiveness of public campaigns 
by littering status

Value Approx. Sig.

Ordinal by Ordinal      Kendall's tau-b

N of Valid Cases

0.136

4038

0.000

Public campaigns against littering were regarded by most respondents to be effective.
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Respondents were asked to reflect on the effectiveness of eight                          
anti-littering programmes. Overall, the programme listed as most                  
effective by all three groups was patrols conducted by uniformed 
environment officers (Table 26, Programme F). 

However, for programmes A, B, C, G & H, adults were more likely to find 
them effective compared to the students. Among students, putting up 
signs with information on penalties for littering ranked the next highest 
in terms of endorsement for perceived effectiveness after uniformed 
patrols. For the adults and youth groups, civic clean-up sessions by school 
children was the second most popular programme. 

Table 26: Perceived effectiveness of anti-littering programmes by group 
status

*Crosstabulations of group status by programmes statistically significant. School students 
were less likely to find the programmes effective.

Programme % Reported that programme is
effective

School Youth Public

A) Civic clean-up exercises by school children.* 68.2 83.7 83.4

B) Anti-Littering Communication Campaign.* 65.3 81.2 83.3

C) Putting up "Do not litter. Fine $300" signs.* 69.2 76.5 81.1

D) Litter-bins specially adopted and designed by
     community groups.

62.0 58.1 58.8

E) Volunteers going round to compliment people     
    who bin their litter.

58.6 59.9 61.1

F) Uniformed environment officers conducting   
    patrols.

83.4 85.8 85.8

G) Displaying litter collected at a public area over 
     a week in a transparent tower container.*

55.8 60.6 60.6

H) Neighbourhood green carnivals promoting
    environmental consciousness.*

68.2 73.6 76.2
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*Crosstabulations of self-reported littering status by programmes statistically significant. 
Those who litter were less likely to find the programmes effective.

Programme % Reported that 
programme is

effective

Do not 
litter

Litter

A) Civic clean-up exercises by school children.* 83.5 71.6

B) Anti-Littering Communication Campaign.* 81.9 69.6

C) Putting up "Do not litter. Fine $300" signs.* 79.9 69.1

D) Litter-bins specially adopted and designed by community 
    groups.*

58.1 62.0

E) Volunteers going round to compliment people who bin   
    their litter.*

61.4 57.5

F) Uniformed environment officers conducting patrols.* 86.6 82.6

G) Displaying litter collected at a public area over a week in a 
     transparent tower container.*

60.5 57.3

H) Neighbourhood green carnivals promoting  environmental 
    consciousness.*

75.0 69.7

Table 27: Perceived effectiveness of anti-littering programmes by 
self-reported littering behaviour

These findings were replicated when the researchers ran a bivariate 
analysis between perceived effectiveness of programmes and self-reported 
littering status (Table 27). Those who did not litter were more likely to 
find all eight programmes effective compared to those who littered. The 
programme with the greatest resonance with both groups was patrols 
by uniformed officers. From these findings, it can be concluded that all 
respondents found direct policing most effective in the enforcement of 
littering laws. However, this is not necessarily the most cost-effective or 
efficient means to promote the anti-littering movement as direct policing 
is also very expensive. 
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Table 28: Perceived effectiveness of anti-littering strategies by group 
status

Table 29: Perceived effectiveness of anti-littering strategies by 
self-reported littering

*Crosstabulations of group status by strategies statistically significant. School students
were less likely to find the strategies effective.

*Crosstabulations of self-reported littering status by strategies statistically significant.
Litterbugs were less likely to find the strategies effective.

Key campaign message % Reported that strategy is
effective

School Youth Public

A) Fines as penalties. 84.2 83.9 84.6

B) Community participation in mass clean-ups.* 64.7 76.7 77.9

C) Adverse public health consequences of 
    littering.*

69.5 80.5 81.4

D) Littering hurts national pride.* 62.6 69.8 72.9

Key campaign message % Reported that strategy is 
effective

Do not litter Litter

A) Fines as penalties.* 85.1 82.7

B) Community participation in mass clean-ups.* 77.6 66.9

C) Adverse public health consequences of littering.* 80.4 72.9

D) Littering hurts national pride.* 72.3 62.7

Respondents were asked for feedback on the perceived effectiveness 
of four anti-littering campaign strategies (Table 28). Overall, there was 
greater consensus among the three groups that fines as penalties were 
effective in advancing litter prevention. For the other three strategies 
(mass clean-ups, raising awareness of health risks from littering and 
promoting the notion of littering as an act that hurts national pride), 
adults were more likely to find these strategies effective compared to 
students. This suggests that in terms of effectiveness, only fines may 
work in curbing littering among students. There were also statistically 
significant differences in the perceived effectiveness of these strategies 
between those who littered and those who did not (Table 29). For all four 
strategies, those who reported that they did not litter were more likely to 
support the strategies compared to those who littered. 
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Which is the current national 
campaign tagline?

Group status

TotalSchool Youth Public

Keep 
Singapore 
Clean

Count

% within group

278

25.4%

410

46.7%

414

52.9%

1102

40.0%

Singapore, 
Litter-Free

Count

% within group

286

26.1%

154

17.5%

123

15.7%

563

20.4%

Let's Clean 
Up! Just Bin 
It!

Count

% within group

531

48.5%

314

35.8%

245

31.3%

1090

39.6%

Total Count

% within group

1095

100.0%

878

100.0%

782

100.0%

2755

100.0%

Table 30: Crosstabulation of awareness of national campaign tagline 
by groups

Which is the current national 
campaign tagline?

Do you litter?

TotalNo Yes

Keep Singapore 
Clean

Count

% within littering status

771

47.7%

331

29.1%

1102

40.0%

Singapore, 
Litter-Free

Count

% within littering status

273

16.9%

289

25.4%

562

20.4%

Let's Clean Up! 
Just Bin It!

Count 

% within littering status

571

35.4%

517

45.5%

1088

39.5%

Total Count

% within littering status

1615

100.0%

1137

100.0%

2752

100.0%

Table 31: Crosstabulation of awareness of national campaign tagline by 
littering behaviour

While the anti-littering campaigns have worked in terms of creating 
awareness in the community and establishing anti-littering norms among 
the vast majority of the population, there is also evidence that the 
community is suffering from campaign fatigue. Awareness of the current 
campaign tagline, 'Let's Clean Up! Just Bin It!' is below 50% for all three 
groups, regardless of self-reported littering behaviour (Tables 30 & 31). 
Interestingly, students and those who littered were more likely to identify 
the tagline correctly. 
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Effectiveness of CWO in 
deterring littering

Group status

TotalSchool Youth Public

Very effective Count

% within group

209

16.0%

356

26.4%

372

26.6%

937

23.1%

Effective Count

% within group

628

48.2%

683

50.6%

724

51.8%

2035

50.2%

Not effective Count

% within group

211

16.2%

223

16.5%

206

14.7%

640

15.8%

Not effective 
at all

Count

% within group

82

6.3%

44

3.3%

37

2.6%

163

4.0%

I have no idea 
what CWO is

Count

% within group

174

13.3%

44

3.3%

59

4.2%

277

6.8%

Total Count

% within group

1304

100.0%

1350

100.0%

1398

100.0%

4052

100.0%

Table 32: Perceived effectiveness of Corrective Work Orders in deterring 
littering by group status

CWOs continue to have a significant effect on policing anti-littering 
behaviour. More than 64% of respondents across all three groups reported 
that CWOs were effective in deterring littering (Table 32). The findings 
were similar when the perceived effectiveness of CWOs was crosstabulated 
against littering behaviour (Table 33).

Corrective Work Orders continue to have a significant effect on policing anti-littering behaviour.
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Effectiveness of CWO in 
deterring littering

Do you litter?

TotalNo Yes

Very effective Count

% within Do you litter?

707

27.8%

225

15.1%

932

23.1%

Effective Count

% within Do you litter?

1264

49.7%

763

51.3%

2027

50.3%

Not effective Count 

% within Do you litter?

373

14.7%

264

17.7%

637

15.8%

Not effective 
at all

Count 

% within Do you litter?

65

2.6%

96

6.5%

161

4.0%

I have no idea 
what CWO is

Count 

% within Do you litter?

136

5.3%

140

9.4%

276

6.8%

Total Count 

% within Do you litter?

2545

100.0%

1488

100.0%

4033

100.0%

Table 33: Perceived effectiveness of Corrective Work Orders in deterring 
littering by littering status

The presence of visible enforcement officers has significant impact on littering in an area.
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Table 34: Reaction to littering by group status

Reaction to littering by others: % Reported reaction

School Youth Public

A) Feel very angry as it is an inconsiderate 
     behaviour.*

30.4 33.6 34.1

B) Ignore them as it is none of my business. 25.7 24.7 23.4

C) Tell them it is wrong. 15.2 12.6 15.8

D) Tell them to pick up the litter. 19.3 17.7 21.0

E) Walk away without doing anything.* 24.7 36.5 33.2

*Crosstabulations of group status by reaction statistically significant.

Key findings 3:  
Are we ready to take charge? 
Reactions to anti-littering behaviour

The questionnaire also investigated how respondents would react when 
they observed anti-social behaviour, their sense of social desirability when 
it comes to littering, and how willing they were to step-up and actively 
promote pro-social behaviour.

The respondents were asked what they would do if they saw someone 
littering. The most common reaction was an expression of anger, followed 
by non-action. School students were less likely than the youths and adults 
to feel angry, but they were also less likely to walk away without doing 
anything (Table 34). It is encouraging to note that about 20% across all 
three groups were willing to tell the culprits that they were wrong, and 
that they should pick up the litter. 

The same pattern was observed when these reactions were crosstabulated 
with self-reported littering behaviour. Not surprisingly, those who littered 
were more likely to report that they would ignore others' littering and 
walk away without doing anything. Those who did not litter were more 
likely to register anger, and reported that they would actively police the 
errant members (Table 35). 
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Table 35: Reaction to littering by self-reported littering 

*Crosstabulations of self-reported littering status by reaction statistically significant.

Reaction to littering by others: % Reported reaction

Do not litter Litter

A) Feel very angry as it is an inconsiderate behaviour.* 35.3 28.7

B) Ignore them as it is none of my business. 20.5 31.5

C) Tell them it is wrong. 16.1 12.0

D) Tell them to pick up the litter. 21.6 16.0

E) Walk away without doing anything.* 30.6 33.2

Anger followed by non-action is the most common 
reaction when people see others littering.

The minority who habitually litter do so despite the 
presence of anti-littering messages.
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Table 36: Decision to bin by group status

Decision to bin: % Reported reaction

School Youth Public

A) I am afraid of what others may think of me if    
    they see me littering.

14.0 15.2 14.1

B) I am afraid of what others may say to me if 
    they see me littering.

10.1 9.0 9.9

C) I am afraid that I will be caught by an officer  
    for littering.

21.5 19.5 17.9

D) I believe it is wrong to throw litter anywhere   
    but in the bins provided.

54.8 56.8 54.8

Anti-social behaviour like littering usually involves a sense of social 
desirability. In other words, those who litter are less likely to do so when 
others are watching as they do not want to invite negative perceptions, 
even from strangers. This sense was measured by asking respondents if 
four scenarios affected their decision to bin their trash (Table 36).  The 
first two scenarios register reactions to informal social policing while the 
third documents concerns with formal policing.  

Overall, only a small proportion reported that they binned because of 
concerns with negative reaction from people around them. A larger 
proportion (about 20%) binned because of fears of being caught by an 
enforcement officer. It is encouraging to note that over 50% reported 
that they binned because they believed that it was the right thing to 
do. There was no statistically significant difference among the groups in 
their motivation for binning. As expected, those who littered were more 
concerned about being caught by an enforcement officer than those who 
did not litter. Ironically, they continued to litter (Table 37).

Table 37: Decision to bin by self-reported littering

*Crosstabulations of self-reported littering status by decision statistically significant.

Decision to bin: % Reported reaction

Do not litter Litter

A) I am afraid of what others may think of me if
     they see me littering.

14.0 15.4

B) I am afraid of what others may say to me if they        
    see me littering.

9.1 10.8

C) I am afraid that I will be caught by an officer for 
    littering.*

16.8 24.7

D) I believe it is wrong to throw litter anywhere but in 
    the bins provided.

58.1 51.6
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Summary of key findings
This study found that while Singaporeans are aware of the national keep-
clean initiatives, socio-cultural barriers prevent many from embracing a 
litter-free outlook. Most respondents articulated the ideal of binning, but 
there were signs that rationalisation, a form of social construction, was at 
work, which may explain why some people continue to litter. Three main 
barriers to a litter-free outlook surfaced in the study: the notion of intent, 
a broader social construct of binning, and what constitutes litter.

First, as long as intent is not established, people are able to socially 
reconstruct 'blame-free' littering. For example, if trash is 'accidentally' 
dropped, the culprit rationalises the act as 'not littering' as intent is not 
established. 

Second, many in the survey reported that depositing trash around a bin is 
not considered littering, especially if the bin is full. Here, we see another 
level of social reconstruction at work which extends the parameter of 
legitimate trash disposal. As long as trash is placed in a socially acceptable 
area, it is not considered littering. These 'legitimate' areas include a 
generous parameter around a bin as well as informally designated areas 
like lift lobbies and public park benches where it is assumed that cleaners 
will take care of the trash deposited. 

Finally, this study also revealed how litter is socially constructed. As far 
as public environmental agencies are concerned, anything that is not 
binned is litter. However, many respondents rationalise that small items 
are not litter, for their perceived harm to the environment and aesthetics 
is negligible. Thus, parking coupon tabs, cigarette butts and small pieces 
of paper are among the items rationalised as 'not litter'. Ironically, it is the 
accumulation of these small items that damages the image of Singapore 
as a clean city.
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Findings at a glance

•	 Anti-littering	norms	are	already	in	place	and	well-known	among	the		 	
 population.
•	 People	who	litter	do	so	because	they	can	rationalise	their	anti-social		 	
 behaviour using subjective definitions of what constitutes litter    
 and littering.
•	 Rationalisation	takes	place	due	to	ambiguities	in	the	policing	of	
 anti-littering norms and the social construct of shared responsibility.
•	 The	notion	that	keeping	specific	public	areas	clean	is	a	shared		 	 	
 responsibility is held by only a minority. 
•	 Informal	support	networks	of	family	and	friends	have	a	strong	influence		 	
 on whether one litters.
•	 Active	enforcement	and	fines	are	perceived	to	be	the	most	effective		 	
 measures against littering.
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Testing
An Investigation Of 
Anti-Littering Interventions

The Ground



Objectives
The intervention component of the littering study aimed to firstly review 
the existing physical measures in place to tackle littering such as placement 
of litter bins and the cleansing regime. Based on this review (the findings 
of which are reported in pages 38-40) as well as the findings from the 
qualitative study and community survey, a series of interventions were 
developed and tested to evaluate their effectiveness in reducing littering. 
In conjunction with the tests, the intervention study also sought to develop 
suitable metrics to assess the effectiveness of anti-littering measures.

Public parks were one category of sites used for the intervention studiy.
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Methodology
For the intervention study, the researchers focused on three categories of 
public spaces:

•	 town	centres	in	the	major	satellite	new	towns	where	there	are		 	
 clusters of shopping malls, hawker centres and food courts, bus   
 depots and train stations to service public housing residents; 

•	 areas	where	foreign	workers	like	to	congregate	to	socialise	and		 	
 consume food and drinks because of proximity to their dormitories,  
 including open fields, void decks of neighbouring public housing   
 blocks and commercial sub-centres on the outskirts of towns; and 

•	 public	parks.

For observation purposes, seven town centres similar in age and 
demographic characteristics were chosen: Ang Mo Kio, Bedok, Bukit 
Batok, Choa Chu Kang, Toa Payoh, Tampines, and Yishun. Also selected 
were four foreign worker congregation areas in Bukit Batok, Jurong East, 
West Coast and Yishun as well as two parks, Jurong Central Park and East 
Coast Park. From these sites, the researchers chose five town centres, three 
foreign worker congregation areas and five clusters of barbeque pits at 
East Coast Park for the actual intervention study.

To assess the intervention measures, the researchers calculated 
the differences between post-intervention and pre-intervention   
measurements compared to a control group. One intervention was 
assigned to one site, while another site was designated as a control site 
with no intervention. Measurements were taken before and after the 
interventions were implemented. 

The study was held over six weeks. For town centres, measurements were 
taken at Weeks 1, 2, 3 and 5, with the intervention implemented during 
Week 2. This allowed the researchers to measure the immediate impact of 
the intervention in Week 2, while the Week 3 and Week 5 measurements 
showed the longer-term impact. For foreign worker congregation areas, 
Weeks 2 and 3 were intervention weeks and measurements were taken at 
Weeks 1, 2, 3, 4 and 6. For the park barbeque pits, the intervention week 
was Week 3 and measurements were taken at Weeks 1, 3 and 5. 
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Measurements and observations

Four types of measurements were conducted. Two types of measurements 
were common to all three categories of sites:

•	transect	litter	count;	and

•	transect	litter	grading.

The transect survey approach is commonly used in nature conservation 
studies and involves researchers classifying and counting study objects in 
set squares along a transect line that cuts through the area of study. 

For the intervention study, the researchers drew transects along 
busy walkways connecting train stations, bus depots and commercial 
concentrations in town centres, as well as along walkways between 
commercial centres and open fields favoured by foreign workers for 
picnics. They also defined for the study a portion of open fields used 
most by foreign workers and a smoking zone at town centres. Five-metre 
squares were designated along each transect or within the defined areas 
as the study areas. For the park barbeque pits, the raised concrete pit 
area with a 1-metre extension around the circumference was designated 
as the study area.

At each study area, the researchers counted and classified the number 
of litter items, for example, plastic bags, paper, tissue paper, cans and 
styrofoam boxes. This measures the actual littering situation and serves 
as a baseline to assess the accuracy of the other indicative measurements. 
Before counting, the researchers would grade each square or pit area 
using a five-grade pictorial chart, with 'A' being 'absent' (no litter) to 
'E' being 'objectionable'. The objective of the transect litter grading was 
to determine whether it could serve as a reliable gauge of the littering 
problem as measured by the litter count.

The research team also conducted two other measurements at the town 
centres:

•	 commuter	opinion	and	perception	surveys;	and

•	 observations	of	littering	behaviour.
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For the surveys, researchers asked commuters the following questions:

•	 What	do	you	think	is	the	littering	situation	in	this	town	centre,	1		 	
 being very bad and 5 being no problem?

•	 How	is	the	littering	situation	in	this	town	centre	compared	to	last		
 year, 1 being a lot better and 5 being a lot worse?

•	 Please	take	a	look	around	you,	how	would	you	grade	the	cleanliness		
 of the area today, 1 being very bad and 5 being very clean? 

At each town centre site, two bins at opposite ends of the transit area and 
a bin in the smoking area were selected for observation. Researchers sat 
at a distance and noted down instances of littering and binning within a 
2.5-metre radius of the bin. The litterbug/binner ratio was then used to 
gauge the littering problem. 

The objective of the two measurements (commuter surveys and littering 
observations) was the same as the litter grading measurement: to 
determine whether a cursory survey of commuter perceptions and the 
littering behaviour could serve as a reliable gauge of the littering problem 
as measured by the litter count. 

A

D

B

E

C

The researchers graded each 
square or pit area using a five-
grade pictorial chart, with 'A' 
being 'absent' (no litter) to 'E' 
being 'objectionable'. 

127  / Testing The Ground



The conceptual framework: linking norms and focus

The qualitative study shows that three broad factors influence whether 
or not Singaporeans bin their rubbish or litter: 

1. physical features such as the availability or lack of litter bins and poor  
 cleanliness management; 

2. cultural reasons such as good citizenship values; and 

3. situational reasons such as convenience. 

The meaning of littering is also often complex. For example, Singaporeans 
often differentiate between 'passive' and 'active' littering and consider 
the former, such as leaving behind used tissue paper on hawker centre 
tables, acceptable. The absence of community guardians and authority 
figures, who would otherwise make individuals watch their behaviour, 
also causes people to be less mindful of their actions. These findings 
invoke two key concepts in littering studies: norms and focus. 

Norms refer to personal and social expectations and rules that people 
have with regards to appropriate and inappropriate behaviour. Physical 
features can also represent the social norms of a specific place to 
individuals entering the place. For example, people who enter a well-
maintained area tend to think that it is not all right to litter there and will 
not do so, while those who enter a highly littered environment would 
think it is normal to litter there. Cultural motivations and meanings of 
littering point to community-based norms. Situational reasons refer to 
individual norms that look at calculations of convenience and the chances 
of getting caught. 

Focus refers to whether norms are highlighted to individuals via 
environmental cues at the instance of the act. For example, Singaporeans 
tend to litter unthinkingly out of habit unless they are reminded by the 
presence of authority figures such as NEA officers. Singaporeans tend 
to look around subconsciously for such agents before littering out of 
convenience. 
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The qualitative study suggests four possible interventions: 

•	 structural	improvements	to	the	physical	measures;	

•	 strengthening	enforcement;	

•	 promotion	of	cultural	values;	and

•	 public	awareness	campaigns.

These interventions can be logically related as referring to four different 
types of norms split along two axes: whether the norms are social or 
personal and whether the norms are descriptive or prescriptive. This 
relation is shown in the following table. The intervention (in brackets) 
places the corresponding norm into focus during the intervention 
period.

Descriptive Prescriptive

Social Communal norms
(Physical improvement)

Communal values
(Communication campaign)

Personal Instrumental norms
(Enforcement)

Altruistic values
(Community education)

Certain cultural norms regard passive littering as acceptable behaviour.
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Types of Intervention

The findings of the qualitative study and community survey allowed the 
researchers to design and test the effectiveness of four intervention 
methods: 

•	 physical	improvements	to	the	infrastructure;

•	 enforcement	by	uniformed	officers;	

•	 community	intervention	involving	volunteers	and	environmental			
 messages; and

•	 communication	intervention	through	banners	with	anti-littering		 	
 messages. 

All four interventions were tested at the town centre and park sites. 
However,	 only	 enforcement	 and	 communication	 interventions	 were	
deployed for foreign worker congregation areas as the community 
and physical interventions do not apply there. Grassroots community 
persuasion only works for long-term residents integrated into a 
community. It is also not possible to improve the physical conditions of 
areas that are to be left as open fields by regulation. 

At the town centres, physical intervention involved the placement of 
more bins at closer intervals along the walkways and the placement of a 
bin at the centre of the smoking area. Monitoring and maintenance of 
bin conditions throughout the day was also enhanced. 

For the park pits, physical intervention involved placing a large bulk 
bin to cater to the heavy and bulky rubbish load of barbeque activities. 
The community intervention involved student volunteers distributing 
environmental education materials and speaking to commuters about 
the clean and green campaign during peak hours at town centres. For 
the park pits, this involved the placement of brightly painted bins with 
unique environmental messages by grassroots groups.

At both town centres and foreign worker congregation areas, enforcement 
intervention involved having uniformed NEA officers conduct patrols 
during peak hours. For the park pits, this involved having uniformed 
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National Parks Board officers conduct patrols during peak hours. The 
communication intervention at all sites involved the placement of 
large banners with 'Clean and Green' messages in strategic and visible 
locations.

The following table shows the various sites with their respective 
interventions.
 

Intervention
measures

Town centres Foreign worker 
congregation 

areas

Park barbeque 
pits

Control
(no intervention)

Bukit Batok Teban East Coast Park pits 
C13-C17

Enforcement
(patrols)

Ang Mo Kio Yishun East Coast Park pits 
C28-C32

Communication
(banners)

Yishun Kian Teck East Coast Park pits 
F58-F62

Physical
(more bins)

Tampines - East Coast Park pits 
D43-D47

Community
(grassroots-led 
education)

Bedok - East Coast Park pits 
B1-B5

The researchers investigated the effectiveness of communication intervention through banners with anti-littering 
messages.

131  / Testing The Ground



Key findings 1:
Town centre interventions

The following table gives the average litter count per transect square 
after lunch/dinner hours for each of the town centres during the entire 
study period. Note that Week 2 was the intervention week.

The differences in average litter count between the post-intervention 
Weeks 2, 3, and 5 and pre-intervention Week 1 for the intervention town 
centres were analysed relative to the differences recorded for the control 
town centre. The following table gives the percentage increase/decrease 
of average litter per transect-hour (weighted to the control town centre 
difference). Figures that are statistically significant (based on an analysis 
of variance test) are in shaded cells. The other figures do not represent 
significant results and are inconclusive at best.

Week Enforcement 
Ang Mo Kio

Community
Bedok

Physical
Tampines

Communication
Yishun

Control
Bt Batok

1 3.11 4.57 2.67 5.65 2.62

2 3.16 4.17 1.92 6.11 3.19

3 4.15 4.85 2.90 7.20 3.10

5 3.60 5.41 3.44 7.23 2.37

Week Enforcement 
Ang Mo Kio

Community
Bedok

Physical
Tampines

Communication
Yishun

2 -20.1% * -30.5% -49.8% -13.6% *

3 15.1% * -12.2% * -9.7% * 9.1% *

5 25.3%             27.9%   38.4% 37.5%

Week 2 was the intervention week.
*Results are not statistically significant and are inconclusive at best.
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Direct outreach versus campaign fatigue: personal-prescriptive norms 
work but social-prescriptive norms do not

Convenience versus compulsion: social-descriptive norms work but 
personal-descriptive norms do not

The results showed that community intervention decreased littering by 
30%, while communication intervention did not work. This suggests that 
personal-prescriptive norms work well to discourage littering behaviour. 
Prescriptive norms may not work at the social level, as Singaporeans may 
be suffering from campaign fatigue, being tired of being told what they 
should do as good citizens. 

On the other hand, prescriptive norms work when they appeal to personal 
altruism and values, which is the case when commuters see student and 
other community volunteers spending time and energy to convey their 
environmental idealism and desire for their neighbourhood to be clean 
and green.

Physical intervention resulted in littering decreasing by 50%, whereas 
enforcement intervention had little effect. This suggests that                
social-descriptive norms work well to discourage littering behaviour. 
Enforcement intervention may not work because descriptive norms at 
the personal level are such that Singaporeans would litter out of habit 
and convenience if not consciously watched (a finding of the qualitative 
study). 

In other words, Singaporeans do litter normally and the presence of 
enforcement officers only serves to remind Singaporeans that this is the 
fact. Thus, the presence of enforcement officers actually reinforces the 
personal-descriptive norm to litter. Since enforcement officers have limited 
surveillance capabilities (i.e. they cannot be present everywhere or at all 
times), their ability to discourage littering is outweighed by the fact that 
their presence also encourages littering. This finding is also in line with 
the results of many anti-social behaviour studies that show a decrease 
in anti-social behaviour when enforcement is present but an increase 
in the behaviour from the pre-enforcement level when enforcement is 
subsequently removed. Both effects cancel each other out.
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Remind me again: norms must be in focus for sustained falls in littering

A seasonal spike: Week 5 anomaly was caused by the school vacation 
period and commercial character of town centres

There were no significant results for Week 3, after interventions were 
removed. The community and physical intervention effects disappeared, 
with littering returning to pre-intervention levels. This supports the 
existing theory in the social scientific literature that norms must be 
in focus, that people must be reminded of the norms at the instances 
of acting for the norms to be effective. The implication is that for any 
intervention to be effective, it must be sustained.

In Week 5, littering levels increased significantly in the intervention town 
centres compared to the control town centres. This anomaly appears to 
be systematic but unrelated to the interventions, since the results in Week 
3 made it clear that the interventions have no effect once removed. The 
increase in littering at Ang Mo Kio, Bedok, Yishun and Tampines and 
the decrease at Bukit Batok is attributed to the fact that Week 5 marked 
the start of the school vacation period. Traffic increased in the first four 
town centres, as these are regional suburban hubs, while Bukit Batok is 
a smaller town centre. The increase at Yishun and Tampines was greater 
than the increase in Ang Mo Kio and Bedok. This is attributed to the 
location of big shopping malls at the former two town centres, which 
attract students and shoppers from other areas, while Ang Mo Kio and 
Bedok are older town centres with shophouses and small malls.

An increase in littering in town centres was observed when the school vacation began.
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Do you see a difference? 
Results from commuter surveys

From	the	surveys	of	public	opinion	using	the	question,	"How	is	the	littering	
situation in this town centre compared to last year, 1 being a lot better 
and 5 being a lot worse?", the average score for the whole study period 
and all five town centres is 2.83 (from a total of 20,395 respondents). 
There were no significant differences between the town centres. 

With the question, "What do you think is the littering situation in this 
town centre, 1 being very bad and 5 being no problem?", the average 
score for the entire study period and all five town centres is 3.12 (21,578 
respondents). For the question, "Please take a look around you, how 
would you grade the cleanliness of the area today, 1 being very bad and 
5 being very clean?", the scores were practically the same to the response 
to the second littering situation. This means that both questions measure 
the same thing: the general perception of the overall littering situation 
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The general littering trend was stable in the five town centres, with a 
slight increase from Week 2 to Week 3, as shown in the following graph 
plotting the average litter per transect square. This suggests that the 
national Clean and Green Singapore campaign, which takes place through 
the month of November into December, covering the whole of the study 
period, had little impact in the town centres.
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While public opinion of the littering situation generally reflected, rather 
accurately, the actual littering situation, some interventions also affected 
public opinion. At Yishun, the communication intervention did not affect 
litter count, but the campaign banners put up at the site as part of the 
intervention improved public opinion of the littering situation over the 
next month (from 2.85 to 2.96-3.06). Public awareness campaigns appear 
to be slightly effective in improving public opinion of the littering 
situation. Other interventions had no effect on opinion.

At Bedok, the community intervention led to a reduction in the litter 
count (i.e., less litter), but the grassroots-led education campaign 
worsened public opinion about the change in littering situation from a 
year ago (from 2.96 to 3.06-3.16 over the next month). Perhaps residents 
believe that it takes extraordinary and emergency circumstances to bring 
about community mobilisation. Thus, grassroots-led education campaigns 
suggest to the public that the littering situation has worsened. Other 
interventions had no effect on changing opinion.

Week 1 Average litter per 5-metre by 
5-metre transect square after 

lunch/dinner hour

Average litter situation opinion 
(1 - very bad, 5 - no problem)

Yishun 5.59a 2.85a

Bedok 4.61a 2.78a

Tampines 2.67b 3.07b

Ang Mo Kio 3.09b 3.24c

Bukit Batok 2.61b 3.44d

Different superscript letters indicate statistically significant difference (p<0.05).

in the town centre over the medium term of one month. In general, 
Singaporeans think the littering situation is not too bad and getting 
slightly better. 

There is, however, a systematic difference in opinion between the town 
centres that reflected each town centre's littering situation. Bedok and 
Yishun consistently had the lowest weekly scores (2.78 to 3.06). Ang Mo 
Kio and Tampines scored close to the general average (3.09 to 3.27). 
Bukit Batok consistently had the best weekly score (3.37 to 3.53). The 
differences in opinion reflected the actual littering situation in the town 
centre. For example, in week 1 (see table below), Bedok and Yishun were 
more heavily littered compared to Ang Mo Kio, Tampines and Bukit 
Batok. Correspondingly, the scores of Bedok and Yishun residents were 
significantly lower than those of residents of the other town centres.
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An ideal living environment: clean and litter-free.
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Measuring the methodology: littering behaviour observations and 
transect litter grading

The average number of litterbugs observed per bin per peak period for 
each of the town centres was extremely low and points to problems with 
the validity and usefulness of this method for littering behaviour studies. 
For example, on average, 0.03 to 0.14 people were observed littering 
per bin per peak period in Ang Mo Kio. On the other hand, the average 
number of binners observed per bin per peak period was fairly high. For 
example, 14.47 to 16.45 people were observed binning their rubbish per 
peak period in Yishun. 

The numbers of litterbugs and binners were fairly constant for each town 
centre throughout the study, except for Tampines where the numbers 
fluctuated wildly. No statistically significant patterns could be found 
and the changes in the number of litterbugs or binners observed do not 
match the actual litter count found in the town centre.

Based on 5,021 observations in five town centres over four weeks, on 
average, for every person observed littering near a bin, 23 binners were 
observed (ratio of 1:23). This is in big contrast to the 2006 NEA Littering 
Behavioural Study, based on 203 observations using this method across 
the country in a single day, where the ratio was 1:4. The 2006 study 
counted, on average, 17 pieces of litter per 100 square metres, which is 
similar to the 16.5 pieces of litter per 100 square metres in this study. The 
litterbug/binner ratio should be similar too if the method gives valid and 
accurate data.

Transect litter grading is a good indicator of actual litter count of a particular area.
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Due to its limited observation area, the direct observation method does 
not provide an accurate assessment of the littering situation in a town 
centre. As the observation is focused on the immediate area surrounding 
a bin, the method also does not provide a valid assessment, since one 
would obviously find more people binning than littering near a bin. The 
observation method is also prone to two other errors: 

•	 observation	errors	since	it	is	very	dependent	on	the	field	researchers		
 staying observant for hours in a high traffic area; and

•	 observation	bias	since	the	presence	of	field	researchers	could	be		 	
 easily detected by commuters. 

The method is also relatively more time-consuming and costly than the 
other two methods (transect litter grading and commuter perception 
survey).  

On the other hand, transect litter grading is a good indicator of actual 
litter count. The transect litter grading results are highly correlated 
with the litter count (r = 0.671, p<0.01, 12,331 transect squares). In other 
words, the field researcher's grading of each transect square based on 
matching his or her perception to a 5-grade pictorial scale is 67% accurate 
in predicting litter count. Litter grading saves time and costs as it is based 
on a short survey rather than actual counting of litter and can serve as a 
good gauge of the littering situation.
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Key findings 2: 
Foreign worker congregation site 
interventions

The following table gives the average litter per transect square at the end 
of Saturday/Sunday for each of the foreign worker congregation sites for 
the study period. Weeks 2 and 3 were the intervention weeks.

The differences between the post-intervention Weeks 2, 3, 4 and 6 and 
pre-intervention Week 1 for the intervention sites were analysed relative 
to the differences for the control site. The following table gives the 
percentage increase of average litter per transect-day weighted to the 
control site. Figures that are statistically significant (based on an analysis 
of variance test) are in shaded cells. The other figures do not represent 
significant results and are inconclusive at best.

Weeks 2 and 3 were the intervention weeks.
*Results are not statistically significant and are inconclusive at best.

Week Enforcement 
Yishun

Communication
Kian Teck

Control
Teban

1 0.60 2.10 3.80

2 0.97 1.88 2.87

3 1.05 3.76 2.80

4 0.47 2.22 2.58

6 0.47 2.85 2.58

Week Enforcement 
Yishun

Communication
Kian Teck

2  86.1% 14.0% *

3 101.3%             105.4%

4 10.4% *           37.8%

6 10.4% *           67.8%
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Enforcement is encouragement: enforcement intervention increased 
littering by 86 to 101%

Communication intervention increased littering by 105% with time-lag 
and continuing effects

In a recent case of enforcement intervention by the NEA, more than 80 
uniformed officers were employed at a small open field opposite Mustafa 
Centre (a popular shopping mall) in Little India. This proved to be successful 
in reducing litter. In contrast, only two uniformed officers were deployed 
for the intervention study, which involved larger open fields. The same 
principle discussed in the town centre study applies here too: that due to 
the limited surveillance capabilities of enforcement officers, their ability 
to discourage littering is outweighed by the fact that their presence also 
encourages littering. Two officers in a large field have a very limited 
capacity to discourage littering, as their presence encourages littering 
that goes undetected. This explains why the enforcement intervention 
increased littering so dramatically here. Once the intervention was 
removed, the littering returned to normal pre-intervention levels. 

This was a more surprising result. The communication intervention 
employed banners that informed workers of the cost of being caught 
littering. This means that the communication intervention was similar 
to the enforcement intervention in highlighting personal-descriptive 
norms: foreign workers do litter normally (especially when banners 
depict workers in the act of littering). The banners reminded workers 
that this is the fact, thus reinforcing the personal-descriptive norm to 
litter. This encouraged rather than discouraged littering, especially when 
no enforcement agents were present. The banners might have been 
effective in sending the message, and while the workers took a week to 
absorb the message, the effect lingered on (albeit reduced in strength) 
after the intervention was removed. 

The studies at foreign worker congregation sites found that both enforcement and communication interventions 
actually increase littering.
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Key findings 3:
East Coast Park interventions

The following table gives the average litter per barbeque pit at the end 
of Saturday/Sunday for each of the pit areas for the whole study period. 
Week 3 was the intervention week.

The differences between the post-intervention Weeks 3 and 5 and                   
pre-intervention Week 1 for the intervention pits were analysed relative 
to the differences for the control pits. The following table gives the 
percentage increase/decrease of average litter per transect-hour weighted 
to the control pits. Figures that are statistically significant (based on an 
analysis of variance test) are in shaded cells. The other figures do not 
represent significant results and are inconclusive at best.  

Week Enforcement 
C28-32

Community
B1-5

Physical
D43-47

Communication
F58-62

Control
C13-17

1 46.33 33.20 29.22 20.10 42.80

3 34.70 47.40 21.30 27.14 34.78

5 18.38 28.20 27.33 23.40 27.50

Week Enforcement 
C28-32

Community
B1-5

Physical
D43-47

Communication
F58-62

3 -6.4% * 61.5% -8.4% * 53.8% *

5 -24.6% * 20.7% * 29.3% * 52.2% *

Week 3 was the intervention week.
*Results are not statistically significant and are inconclusive at best.

Both community and communication interventions at East Coast Park failed to discourage littering.
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Unpersuaded: community intervention increased littering by 62%

The results suggest that personal-prescriptive norms, which work well to 
discourage littering behaviour in town centres, had the reverse effect in 
park sites. Together with the large (though not statistically significant) 
percentage increase in littering for the communication intervention, it 
suggests that prescriptive norms do not work as well as descriptive norms 
(enforcement and physical) at park sites. 

There are two possible reasons why the community and communication 
interventions increased littering. First, the interventions were rather 
intrusive, with green messages on bins and banners constantly in the 
face of the users. This might have resulted in an adverse reaction from 
the users. Second, unlike the deployment of students and community 
volunteers at the town centres to lend a suitably personal touch to 
the invoking of personal altruism, the community-painted bins used at 
the pits were more like the banners – static images. Campaign fatigue 
linked to the ineffectiveness of the communication intervention in the 
town centres explains why both the community and communication 
interventions produce similar results in parks. Future community and 
communication interventions need to be less intrusive, more personal 
and pitched correctly.

The ineffectiveness of the communication intervention in the town centres could be due to campaign fatigue.
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The overall littering trend declined, as shown in the following graph, 
suggesting that the national Clean and Green Singapore campaign 
had an impact on the park sites. This also provides further evidence 
that community and communication interventions could be effective if 
they are less intrusive and pitched correctly. East Coast Park is akin to a 
national mass event space, similar to the downtown areas for the Chingay 
and National Day Parades. Prescriptive norms linked to national values 
are appropriate for such spaces, while town community values are more 
appropriate for neighbourhood parks as they are for town centres.
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Impact,
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Recommendations Of Strategies For 
The Anti-Littering Movement



Based on the findings and implications of the sociological study of littering 
in Singapore, the researchers recommended that future waves of public 
interventions against littering be focused on a number of components. 
First, the physical infrastructure and cleansing regime have to be examined 
so that they support the next phase of the anti-littering movement. Next, 
enforcement strategies should be reviewed and fine-tuned to maintain 
their effectiveness, while national campaigns should be designed to take 
into consideration both the message and the medium through which the 
message is carried.

Spreading the message that keeping Singapore clean is a joint effort.
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On a basic level, litter bins should be accessible and functional, especially 
in public spaces with high utilisation rates. Inconvenience is often cited as 
a reason for littering, so existing litter bins may also have to be relocated 
to more convenient locations. In addition, given that many do not perceive 
the act of leaving trash by the side of overflowing bins as littering, all bins 
should be regularly emptied to prevent overflowing.

In the intervention study, physical intervention in town centres, by lining a 
walkway with many bins, was the most effective of all the interventions in 
reducing litter. However, the trade-off is that the urban landscape would 
be dotted with highly visible rubbish bins, which would mar the aesthetic 
value of any place and increase cleaning maintenance costs. Litter bins are 
already ubiquitous in Singapore. Thus, the researchers do not recommend 
any major increase in the number of litter bins.

This does not mean that physical interventions could not be deployed 
from time to time at littering hotspots. The study showed that the 
intervention effect of reducing litter by almost half disappeared once 
the bins are removed and littering behaviour returned to normal. An 
alternative deployment of the physical intervention would be to remove 
the intervention incrementally over a few months to cultivate the habit 
of binning. If, say, 30 new bins are placed to reduce the distance between 
each bin to 10 metres, then five could be removed each month for the 
next six months to increase the distance between bins until it reaches the 
original distance. At the end of the intervention, binning should become 
more of a habit for residents.

In terms of litter bin design, the researchers suggested that the NEA 
considers feedback from the qualitative interviews, in which informants 
expressed a preference for more hygienic bins with lids operated by a foot-
press or openings on the sides large enough to accommodate common 
items like styrofoam containers. To facilitate a sense of shared responsibility 
among Singaporeans and empower individuals to play a more active role in 
keeping shared spaces clean, bins could be labelled with a contact number 
for people to provide feedback on binning conditions.

1 Infrastructure  
and cleansing
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To facilitate pro-social behaviour among smokers, litter bins with separate 
ashtrays or 'stub out' containers for cigarette butts should be conveniently 
placed in areas where smokers gather and their locations regularly 
reviewed. The bins and filled ashtrays should be regularly cleaned to 
encourage their use by smokers. Alternatively, smoking areas could be 
equipped with a dedicated ashtray bin that hides the stench and sight of 
ash and cigarette butts.

For special events on a large scale such as the National Day Parade, where 
large volumes of trash are expected, the organisers should collaborate 
with the NEA to prepare a highly structured and effective plan for 
immediate clean-up of litter after the events.

A visual reminder to smokers to dispose of their cigarette butts in proper ashtrays.
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Enforcement remains an important and critical tool to discourage and 
prevent littering. Visible enforcement continues to be vital in effecting 
pro-social behaviour, given the perceived effectiveness of uniformed patrol 
officers and the finding that norms governing civic-minded behaviour 
are still not internalised by a segment of the population. However, direct 
formal policing is expensive, so the researchers recommended that the 
NEA works towards promoting civic-minded norms and empowers citizens 
to step forward and take charge of their shared spaces through pro-
social behaviour (self-policing) as well as pro-active behaviour, specifically 
informal social policing of those around them who share the same public 
spaces.

While enforcement is important and study respondents reported that 
the presence of uniformed enforcement officers was the most effective 
way to prevent littering, its limitations should also be acknowledged. The 
enforcement intervention proved to have no effect in the intervention 
study. This may be due to the fact that uniformed NEA officers who look 
like any office worker are not as recognisable and visible as auxiliary police 
officers in their blue uniforms. The presence of too few officers may also 
have the opposite effect of encouraging littering, as demonstrated by the 
foreign worker congregation site intervention.

On the other hand, the deployment of large numbers of officers is a costly 
exercise for what would be most likely a one-time reduction in littering. 
This does not imply that enforcement is not effective, but the study shows 
that its effectiveness has reached its peak and any increase in enforcement 
efforts would offer marginal results and may even be counterproductive. 
The intervention study showed that the presence of enforcement officers 
actually reinforces the littering norm among litterbugs; as enforcement 
officers have limited surveillance capabilities, the effect of their presence 
is cancelled out by littering that takes place during their absence.

Thus, the enforcement regime should be continued but no step-up 
in enforcement is recommended. However, its effectiveness could be 
improved by having NEA enforcement officers wear distinctive uniforms 
to raise their visibility. Enforcement issues could also be used as a tool to 
generate public discussion on littering, for instance through a proposal to 
raise fines that places littering on the public agenda.

2 Enforcement
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The NEA has carried out a wide array of outreach and communication 
activities, which are directed at decreasing littering and managed by 
committed and skilled staff at the regional and national levels. Over the 
decades, these anti-littering campaigns have been effective in reducing 
littering.

In the initial phase of the national campaigns, the intention was to raise the 
public's awareness of the importance of a clean Singapore. The findings 
on the norms and perceptions in the littering study affirm that for most 
Singaporeans, there is a general awareness of these national initiatives 
as well as the norms they seek to promote. Many of the community-level 
activities address the already-converted, namely those who are conscious 
of the importance of not littering. This, according to the researchers, is 
an important task that should be maintained in order to reinforce the 
culture of not littering.

However, Singaporeans are showing signs of campaign fatigue as borne 
out by the non-effect or adverse effect of the communication intervention 
described in the previous chapter. This does not mean that communication 
campaigns will not work in the future, but they have to be revisited and 
properly pitched to be effective. There is a need to keep campaigns fresh 
and clear.

Thus, the researchers recommend the development of a coherent 
strategic national communication plan with a sharp focus on very specific 
behavioural outcomes that will make a major and measurable difference in 
reducing littering. The findings of the sociological study should inform the 
design and message of this new nationwide anti-littering communication 
programme.

The sociological study suggests that future public campaigns against 
littering should focus on simple, specific actions that can be easily  
observed and recalled. For instance, a specific message could be, "If you 
don't bin, you are guilty of littering. So BIN it!" This message prescribes 
a specific action, and can be easily followed-up by those who accept the 
norms propagated in the message.

3 Education 
and outreach
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The message – what would work?

What kind of message would work for Singaporeans, especially younger 
people who are still in school and who form the largest group of self-
reported litterbugs? From the community survey, it is clear that the 
message must have several layers.

At the first level, it must address subjective misconceptions of what 
constitutes litter and when an act is considered littering. The survey 
findings suggest that more should be done to help Singaporeans 
eradicate subjective rationalisation of the anti-littering norms and 
internalise desirable anti-littering norms. The implication is that one must 
specify clear definitions and norms on what constitutes litter. Given the 
prevalence of informal norms that govern how the public perceives what 
constitutes littering, public messages should be tailored to address and 
clarify these misconceptions, such as the notion that it is all right to leave 
trash on park tables after a party.

Those who litter are more likely to rationalise the act as 'normal' and not 
as littering. Therefore, in public education, it will be important to place 
the anti-social act specifically within the more common social contexts to 
send strong, consistent and uniform messages that each of these specific 
scenarios illustrates a deviant act of littering and constitutes a display 
of anti-social behaviour. To effect a normative change, the messages 
have to be very specific and consistently reinforced. For example, the 
idea of holding on to trash until we can dispose of it responsibly could 
be a possible tagline. If this is coupled with information on how close 
apart bins are in public areas, then the message could be, "It only takes 3 
minutes or 100 steps before you reach the next bin."

The anti-littering message must send a strong and consistent signal that littering is an anti-social behaviour.
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Next, the message must debunk the subjective rationalisation that when 
intent is missing, the action is acceptable and the actor is thus not guilty 
of littering. This would involve establishing norms to promote the idea 
of active citizenry that does not hinge on attributing causes, namely, 
the thinking that "it is not my responsibility if I did not throw the litter 
intentionally."

Finally, the campaign has to raise the level of ownership Singaporeans 
have over shared public spaces and drive across the message that it is 
the responsibility of every citizen to keep shared public spaces clean. In 
the long run, the most effective way to sustain a litter-free Singapore 
is to grow active stakeholders in the community, where every member 
takes strong ownership of their public space by self-policing their                    
actions, policing the actions of others around them and taking direct 
responsibility for keeping shared public spaces clean.

Related to this effort, the role of cleaners must be redefined and their 
social status raised so that members of the public acknowledge their work 
of cleaning as visible and effective, and are more willing to conscientiously 
become partners to the cleaners in the quest to keep Singapore clean.

Getting every citizen to take ownership of the public spaces and keep Singapore clean.
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Signs to avoid

Any anti-littering campaign can be counterproductive if it is ambivalent 
in its portrayal of norms. That people do litter without consequence 
describes a norm that many hold personally. Campaigns that remind 
individuals of this norm therefore serve to encourage littering. Examples 
include campaign posters that show images of litter or people littering, 
ill-maintained litter bins surrounded by litter, or the deployment of only 
a few enforcement officers whose presence would remind people that 
they can get away with littering.

The findings in the community survey showed that 27% of respondents 
did not find earlier public campaigns effective. This result may suggest 
that there is campaign fatigue as the national campaigns on anti-littering 
have taken place since 1968, and they are conducted every two to three 
years. Perhaps the generic thrust of the messages also makes them easily 
forgettable and less impressionable to the target audience.

What the study suggests is that these anti-littering messages must rise 
beyond an abstract level; otherwise, they could be easily dismissed and 
pushed to the background. Instead, the campaigns should focus on 
specific actions that can be observed and recalled. For example, the                        
'Keep Singapore Clean' campaign is pitched at a very general, abstract 
level. Cognitively, most Singaporeans will have no difficulty identifying 
with the campaign as its normative ideals resonate with their value 
system. However, a public message pitched at this level will result in little 
actual follow-up action by consumers. In short, such abstract general 
messages encourage inactive consumption.

Furthermore, the qualitative study findings show that many respondents 
thought anti-littering campaigns were too generic and not contextual 
and meaningful enough. Some participants also felt that anti-littering 
campaigns need not always be very sterile and instructional. Instead, 
they could appeal to people's emotions in order to encourage the proper 
behaviour.
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Show why littering is a problem

What is evident in both national and school efforts to curb littering is 
that they lack a critical message with which people can strongly identify 
and which could get the public to appreciate the real consequences 
of this anti-social act. It appears that most outreach and educational 
campaigns lack a context or an intended message that members of the 
public can easily identify. Many participants felt that since littering was 
to them a non-issue, they could not understand why it is a problem for 
the authorities.

Perhaps some kind of effort to convey the ill effects of littering, in 
addition to it being an anti-social act, might be useful here. On this 
note, a few interviewed participants suggested that the authorities link 
littering to graver health issues like dengue, malaria, SARS or H1N1, so 
that people would better appreciate the need to dispose of their trash 
properly.

The finding that those who littered were less likely to consider small items 
as trash has significant implications for policy. In terms of public education, 
the NEA should run advertorials that highlight the implications of careless 
disposal of small items. In itself, one discarded used napkin may be just a 
speck on the ground. But what if every person discards one napkin? What 
would be the implication on our public spaces? A graphic representation 
of such a scenario could be very useful to illustrate the effects of littering 
seemingly insignificant small items. Similarly, the NEA could consider 
running documentaries that detail how much trash accumulates when 
'small items' are discarded thoughtlessly each day by litterbugs.

Food waste causes the population of pigeons and other pests to boom which may result in health issues.
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An effective anti-littering campaign would require an integration of personal communication with national and 
community-based efforts.

Focusing on places and people

In the intervention study, the physical and community interventions 
were effective for town centres, as both interventions promote norms 
appropriate for places identified by users as community spaces. On the 
other hand, community and communication interventions had the adverse 
effect of encouraging littering at the parks, which shows that users do 
not identify East Coast Park as a community space but as a temporary 
event space.

Future campaigns therefore need to be attuned to the significance of 
place-identity by:

•	 linking	anti-littering	campaigns	in	HDB	towns	and	neighbourhood		
 parks to local community norms, values and identity; and

•	 linking	anti-littering	campaigns	in	regional	and	national	parks	to			
 national values and identity.
 
Influencing behaviour ultimately calls for face-to-face communication. The 
researchers saw no initiative in this regard with respect to the promotion 
of the location-oriented behaviours. In addition, there appeared to be 
some disconnect in this regard between the national efforts and what 
the regional offices were doing. A more effective approach would be an 
integrated blend of actions, including significant personal communication 
and linking the national effort and community-based actions.
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As the population is not homogenous, a one-size-fits-all slogan at the 
national campaign level may not be as effective in promoting litter-free 
habits compared to a more focused approach.

There is also a need for a school-specific initiative to continuously 
inculcate the value of no littering in each succeeding generation. Current 
school activities are scattered, do not involve all schools in the country, 
and tend to emphasise the more popular components of environmental 
concerns such as global warming and tree planting rather than apparently 
mundane issues such as littering. 'Anti-littering' is in the picture but 
receives a lighter touch compared to the concept of 'being green'.

Thus, in terms of public policy, there should be more focused attention 
on schools to help students appreciate the merits of anti-littering. 
Students reported a greater sense of shared responsibility and were 
more likely to perceive that both citizens and the Government should 
share the responsibility of maintaining the cleanliness of shared public 
spaces. The researchers recommend that the NEA leverages on this 
finding and engages more students to be champions and ambassadors of                         
pro-environment initiatives.

These findings, as well as the finding that students were more likely to 
report that they littered, suggest that with the exception of fines, the 
other three anti-littering campaign strategies did not resonate well with 
this target group. It is important for the NEA to find out what works for 
the student population. Focus groups could be conducted to tease out 
innovative strategies initiated by the students themselves.

More attention has to be given to help students appreciate the value of binning.
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Harnessing the power of social influence

Changing the mindsets of litterbugs would involve changing of attitudes 
towards litter and littering. This could be done through formal channels 
like public education in schools and more targeted messaging in national 
campaigns. But a more effective and sustainable strategy in the long 
term would be intervention through informal social support. The study 
documented the effectiveness of family and peer influence. The effects of 
informal social support were consistent in all groups: students, youths and 
adults. These findings provide important empirical evidence on the power 
and influence of informal support networks.

The researchers believe the NEA should capitalise on these important 
resources and conduct targeted intervention that invokes the influence 
of family members and peers in schools to educate, inform and police 
pro-social behaviour. The aim would be to reach out to rebels through 
family members (wives and mothers as women tend to have pro-social 
behaviour) and through school students who have the potential to be 
peer mediators. This approach would require a sustained commitment in 
outreach and investment, but if successful, could cause the evolution of 
a nation of active stakeholders who engage in self-policing and where 
direct intervention from the state is minimised.

In terms of meaningful intervention, the data suggests that the NEA 
should target married women as ambassadors to advance the anti-littering 
message to their families and the community. The researchers asked 
respondents who had indicated the presence of a family member whom 
they were close to who this person was. Respectively, 44.7% and 48% 
of students and youths listed their mother as the most significant family 
member. Among the married respondents in the community survey, the 
spouse was cited as the most influential family member.

It is encouraging to note that about 20% across all three groups were 
willing to tell litterbugs that they were wrong, and that they should 
pick up the litter. It is important for the NEA to grow this proportion of       
'pro-action do-gooders', and develop innovative schemes to empower lay 
policing in the community.
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A simple, specific message helps to encourage the act of binning.
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Smokers

Cigarette butt littering is a confounding behaviour and requires further 
understanding if a strategic communication effort is to be developed. 
Smokers follow the law with regard to where they are allowed to smoke, 
but they ignore the law when it comes to dumping the cigarette butt. 
Smokers will pay a dollar for a cigarette and risk a fine of $300 for 
dumping their cigarette butt in the wrong place, making the cost of a 
cigarette $301. This fact could serve as a possible communication theme.

With cigarette butt littering being a major issue, and given that this 
behaviour has its unique characteristics, a special programme related 
to this behaviour may need to be considered. In addition, anti-littering 
messages should be directed more conscientiously towards males as they 
are more likely to litter.

In terms of significant others in their lives, most smokers cited their 
mothers or spouses. This suggests that to influence smokers to embrace 
anti-littering norms, married women would be the most effective 
ambassadors.

One message ambassadors could convey is to impress on smokers the 
need to properly dispose of cigarette butts. Although most smokers 
consider improper disposal of cigarette butts as littering and there was 
no statistically significant difference between smokers and non-smokers 
on this perception, the most common item smokers admitted to littering 
was cigarette butts.

Recommendations in brief

•	Specific	clear	definitions	and	norms	on	what	constitutes	litter	and	littering.
•	Send	a	strong,	consistent	and	uniform	message	that	littering	is	a	deviant	and				
   anti-social behaviour.
•	Promote	active	citizenry	with	a	sense	of	ownership	and	responsibility	over	
   shared public spaces and their cleanliness.
•	Send	the	message	which	focuses	on	simple,	specific	actions	that	can	be	easily	
   recalled and performed.
•	Show	why	littering	is	a	problem	with	real	environmental	consequences.
•	Harness	the	social	influence	of	informal	support	networks	within	families	
   and peers.
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What the researchers recommend is a synchronised, integrated blend 
of communication actions carried out throughout the year, over three 
years. These actions would be a blend of logical, emotional and punitive 
appeals.

In terms of infrastructure, the NEA should improve access to litter bins by 
ensuring that there are adequate numbers of bins in littering hotspots 
and relocate existing bins to more convenient locations. Bins in smoking 
zones should be equipped with astrays or canisters. The bins could also be 
relabelled or rebranded to convey the anti-littering message and promote 
pro-social binning behaviour.

On the enforcement front, the NEA could make this component more 
visible by having its enforcement staff attired in new green uniforms. 
Regular NEA staff could also be empowered with the authority to enforce 
littering rules and conduct regular patrols around littering hotspots in 
recognisable NEA uniforms.

At the heart of the strategy are face-to-face engagements at the family 
and community level, supported by press coverage and flighted year 
long advertising. 'Flighted' refers to advertising done in periodic spurts 
of about three to four weeks in duration, followed by a pause of several 
weeks, and then another spurt. Community mobilisation and face-to-face 
engagement are critical to behavioural success. Every communication 
action needs to be behaviourally focused.

4 Preliminary recommendations for a 
communication strategy to decrease 
littering in Singapore

Binning should be a habit that starts young.

160  / Measures With Impact, Messages With Influence



This aspect would entail the designing of a new logo and theme with 
an overarching message to which different behavioural hooks can be 
attached. 

With the partnership of grassroots organisations, the NEA could establish 
Litter-Free Action Groups in all communities, with members of both 
genders and different age groups who would act as visible ambassadors 
and champions. These representatives could lead their communities in 
the following actions:

•	 door-to-door	distribution	of	a	Litter-Free	Pledge,	which	should		 	
 incorporate the key anti-littering behaviours such as proper cigarette  
 butt disposal habits, binning of used tissue papers and binning of  
 food wrappers and beverage containers. The ambassadors and   
 champions would request residents to review or recite the pledge   
 during family gatherings or meal times, and at the same time explain  
 the rationale of the pledge, link positive social values to the litter-free  
 movement as well as remind people of the $300 fine for littering.

•	 door-to-door	distribution	of	a	Litter-Free	Pledge	Card	for	smokers			
 at a separate time. This card should present the rationale for proper  
 cigarette butt disposal, offer an emotional appeal to the litter-free  
 theme and remind people of the $300 fine.

•	 visible	community	litter	monitoring	efforts	or	patrols	every	first		 	
 Saturday of the month in small 'uniformed' groups.

•	 friendly	family	visits	to	specific	families	identified	as	a	source	of		 	
 persistent litterbugs for soft engagement on binning of litter.

•	 actions	related	to	foreign	workers,	such	as	face-to-face	group		 	
 sessions with foreign workers at dormitories involving the viewing  
 of relevant TV segments and handing out a Litter-Free Pledge Card  
 bearing a reminder of the $300 fine. These sessions should take   
 place three times per year.

Re-branding anti-littering efforts and mobilising the community
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Advertising and point of service/point of behaviour promotion

Communication of the new campaign through the mass media would 
involved three to six 3-week flights per year, with intense repetition of 
the anti-littering theme over the radio and TV five days per week during 
each flight, as well as full page advertisements in the print media. The 
design and copy of the advertising content should not be too creative, 
clever and gimmicky. Instead, it should provide straightforward, honest 
engagement with the public, with gentle but prominent highlighting of 
the fine amid rational, logical and emotional appeals. The idea is to treat 
the public as adults ready for an open engagement on the topic.

It should be recognised that most Singaporeans are not 'readers', that 
they would ignore a full-page print ad which has to be read. However, 
there is an important segment of readers, who will read and engage 
others about what they read. This is a small but key group and critical 
to the effort. Suggested are full page print ads of well-written text in a 
reader-friendly layout containing plenty of white space. The copy should 
contain both logical as well as emotional appeals to the importance and 
value of not littering.

Similarly, radio and TV ads should directly engage the listener over 30 to 
60 second segments. One series of ads should guide the reader or listener 
towards a more sensitive understanding of the NEA's enforcement role. 

Finally, the NEA's own litter bins could serve a primary form of Point of 
Behaviour promotion. A new logo and theme on the bins should have a 
fresh new behavioural pull, even if it is the very direct "Do not Litter – 
Fine $300" under an umbrella theme.

At stores where cigarettes are sold, a special effort should be made to 
have very specific promotional materials in multiple postings at the same 
spot (namely, not just a single poster) to draw attention to the fine for 
cigarette butt litter. The NEA should consider the theme that reminds 
smokers of the total cost of littering: Cigarette = $1.00; Cigarette Butt on 
the ground = $300 Fine.
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An Integrated 
Strategy To Curb

In SingaporeLittering



Based on the findings and recommendations of the sociological study, the 
NEA developed a new anti-littering campaign launched on 6 June 2010. 
The campaign involves a three-pronged strategy that integrates better 
infrastructure, stricter enforcement and more targeted public outreach 
and education efforts to prevent littering. 

The new campaign focuses squarely on the 36.2% of the population who 
do not bin their rubbish all the time but only at their convenience. This 
segment includes smokers and youths, who are the target of specific 
messages intended to persuade them to change their behaviour and bin 
their litter. Unlike previous campaigns which raised awareness of the 
littering problem, the new campaign is action-oriented, encouraging the 
public to take simple, active steps that will reduce litter and instilling a 
sense of ownership and personal responsibility to keep Singapore clean 
and beautiful.

Launching the NEA's new anti-littering campaign.
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Better infrastructure
Inconvenience and the unavailability of bins are cited as major reasons for 
littering. A pilot study that relocated less utilised bins to more convenient 
spots resulted in a 49% reduction in litter. Thus, the NEA is working with 
town councils and the management of shopping malls to review the 
placement of bins so that as far as possible, bins are placed in areas that 
would maximise their usage. 

Areas identified as smoking zones have also been equipped with bins 
with ashtrays. In a few places such as Clarke Quay, Raffles City and Plaza 
Singapura, wall-mounted and free-standing canister bins are being piloted. 
At foreign worker congregation sites, larger-sized bins were deployed to 
accommodate higher volumes of litter and prevent overflowing. 

There are, however, constraints to the number of bins that can be placed 
in areas with heavy human traffic due to aesthetic and security reasons. 
Hence, the campaign also seeks to persuade people to hold on to their 
trash until they come across a litter bin.

Bins are placed in locations that would maximise their usage.
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Stricter, more visible enforcement
Changes to the enforcement regime include more visible patrols by 
uniformed officers, more onerous CWOs and alignment of penalties by 
the different agencies.  

The NEA has stepped-up enforcement operations from 72 manhours in 
2006 to the current 380 manhours per day. Uniformed patrols at littering 
hotspots have been increased from one day a week to two days a week as 
this measure has proven to be effective in stopping people from littering.
Since April 2009, the fine for littering has increased from $200 to $300 for 
first time offenders and this will be revised upward if necessary.

As the CWO is an effective deterrent against individual litterbugs, who 
find the experience very embarrassing and the process of attending court  
unpleasant, the NEA will sustain and enhance its deterrent effect. The 
NEA will conduct more CWOs that include clearing of litter left behind by 
users at places such as the barbeque pits at East Coast Park and Changi 
Beach. The intent is to demonstrate to offenders that every piece of litter 
will add up and combat the common misperception that small items of 
litter such as parking coupon tabs do not matter and cause little harm to 
the environment. To make CWOs more visible to the public, the NEA will 
conduct more such exercises in areas with heavy human traffic such as 
HDB neighbourhood centres and beaches during peak hours.

The NEA is also working with the National Parks Board and the Public 
Utilities Board to align the penalty regime for littering. This will mean 
that all first time offenders of minor litter will receive a composition fine 
of $300. Those who contest the fine will be sent to court where they can 
be fined up to $1,000 if convicted. Meanwhile, first time offenders for 
major litter will be sent to court to face a $1,000 fine and/or CWO. 

Repeat offenders will be sent to court where NEA prosecutors will apply 
to the court for the offender to pay a fine of up to $2,000 and perform 
a CWO. The maximum fine for third or subsequent offences is $5,000. 
The judge may order an offender to perform CWOs for a maximum of 
12 hours, and at any time, an offender will have to perform up to three 
hours of CWO a day.
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Public outreach and education 

Using the tagline 'Do The Right Thing. Let's Bin It!', this component of 
the campaign uses a creative strategy aimed at creating high visibility 
and recall across various multi-media platforms. To induce a change 
in behaviour and attitudes towards littering, the campaign placed the 
spotlight on the factors that would motivate each target group to adopt 
anti-littering behaviour, with a focus on three themes: the Individual, 
Personal Responsibility, and Taking Action. Through advertisements in 
the press, on TV, at bus shelters and on public transport, the campaign 
also highlighted the punitive aspect of littering while calling upon the 
general public to take responsibility for their litter and take action against 
littering.

Target audience: mothers (as influencers)

The NEA also harnessed the influence of mothers, working with women's 
groups and grassroots organisations to encourage mothers to instil the 
right norms and social values in their families. The campaign engaged 
networks such as the People's Association to organise litter-free activities 
and bring the litter-free message to families. A television commercial titled 
'Do you care?' was also produced and screened to remind parents of their 
key roles in imparting a sense of social responsibility to their children. 
Also available online on YouTube, the commercial has received positive 
public feedback. 

Target audience: smokers

Using press advertisements, posters at bus interchanges, table top stickers 
at smoking corners and point-of-sale reminders, the campaign took a 
direct approach to grab the attention of smokers and remind them that 
they face heavy fines for littering their cigarette butts and ashes. 

Table top stickerPress ad
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Target audience: youths

The first wave of youth engagement sought to drive home the message 
that 'it's not cool to litter' with advertisements and articles in the mass 
media and online social media that highlighted littering as an anti-social 
act. This was done by comparing littering with other 'uncool' behaviours 
such as picking one's nose and bullying, while presenting the act of 
binning as the cool, hip and right thing to do.

This was followed by a second wave of engagement called The Litter 
Munchers. Launched on 30 July 2010, this programme featured actual 
litter bins or 'Litter Munchers' which have been embellished and endowed 
with unique personalities to encourage young people to take ownership 
of their surrounding environment by not littering. The Litter Munchers 
were incorporated into a resource kit that was distributed to primary 

and secondary schools and also have their own interactive 
website, www.littermunchers.com.sg, and Facebook 

page, which respectively registered more than 40,000 
visitors and 1,300 fans by end 2010. 

Riding on the Litter Munchers initiative, the NEA 
launched a 'Design-A-Bin' competition on 21 

August 2010, which encouraged youths 
to actively take ownership of their 

environment while expressing their 
creativity in designing their own litter 
bins. The contest received more than 
2,531 entries and more than 16,512 
votes when it was closed for entries 
on 21 September. The winning 
designs were painted on actual 

litter bins and showcased at the 
'Litter Munchers Paint-A-Bin' 

exhibition during the 
Clean and Green 

Singapore carnival 
on 7 November 
2010. 
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Getting the community involved

To encourage the public to take greater ownership of their environment, 
the campaign introduced Litter-Free Ambassadors (LFAs) who engaged 
their community and championed the social norm of binning and taking 
action against littering. Serving as catalysts for change, the LFAs are 
volunteers comprising students, members of youth groups, grassroots 
leaders and other prominent personalities who use peer-to-peer      
interaction to spread the anti-littering message to the campaign's target 
groups.  

Outreach activities performed by the LFAs include house-to-house visits 
in selected neighbourhoods, the distribution of educational materials 
and leading community pledges against littering. The LFAs also led other 
volunteers who patrolled littering hotspots in town centres where they 
encouraged litterbugs to pick up their trash and reported irregularities 
such as the presence of overfilled bins. During large-scale public events, 
the LFAs also joined in to encourage participants to keep the occasion 
litter-free and bin their trash. 

Acting as positive role models, the LFAs provided a real 'face' to the      
anti-littering message as they engaged and influenced their family 
members, neighbours, colleagues and peers to bin their litter responsibly. 
The LFA programme involved youths as young as preschoolers, with 
preschool LFAs helping their teachers to monitor the cleanliness of 
classrooms using a simple checklist and sharing with their classmates the 
importance of good binning habits. Older student LFAs have partnered 
event organisers to assist in reminding participants to keep the event 
litter-free and to promote the anti-littering message to participants, for 
example, at the Clean and Green Singapore 2011 Launch Ceremony. 

To raise the profile of the campaign, the NEA also introduced its first 
Cleanliness Ambassador, Edmund Chen, a local television celebrity 
whose appeal spans different age groups and who has a keen interest 
in environmental education. As NEA's Cleanliness Ambassador, Mr Chen 
lent his presence to events where he promoted public education and 
awareness of littering issues and encouraged the community to do their 
part to ensure that Singapore is kept clean and beautiful.
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Measuring the success
To gauge the effectiveness of the new campaign in shaping behaviour 
and the littering problem, the campaign will be followed by a number of 
measurement tools. These include a biennial littering index that measures 
litter count per unit area at several locations across the island as well 
as a periodic litter count of various littering hotspots. The NEA will also 
conduct periodic surveys to develop a biennial binning behavioural index 
that determines the percentage of people who bin their litter. A regular 
littering indicator will also be developed to measure the percentage of 
people from the identified target groups (smokers, youths and adults) 
who still litter. 

Regular monitoring is being carried out to measure littering trends and changes in littering behaviour.
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The NEA recognises that the battle against littering is a long term effort 
that must be sustained and periodically reviewed so that anti-littering 
measures and messages address the appropriate audience and remain 
effective over time. The present campaign is grounded on a robust 
body of research, including quantitative and qualitative studies, as well 
as recommendations by experts who have studied the motivations and 
behaviour of litterbugs at length. The NEA is therefore hopeful that a 
measurable and perceptible reduction in litter will result by 2015. 

Nonetheless, monitoring of littering trends and reviews of littering 
hotspots will continue so that the NEA will be able to respond to changes 
in society and infrastructural requirements that could affect littering 
trends. Ultimately, littering is a problem that affects everyone living in 
Singapore, and the NEA expresses the hope that all residents, citizens and 
guests alike, of this island we call home will take ownership of their public 
spaces and work towards making Singapore a litter-free city.

Towards a litter-free Singapore.
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"We were very pleased with the outcome of the project. In particular, 
we were impressed with how quickly the NEA was able to translate the 
findings into new policies to address the littering problem in Singapore. 
This project saw a strong partnership between academia and public policy.  
As academics, it is truly a joy to see our work translated to meaningful 
applications to advance public cleanliness."

- Paulin Tay Straughan

"I was amazed to see how a criminological model that is often used to 
explain the most heinous of crimes could be applied to understanding 
littering. That is, an offence is likely to take place when three factors 
converge: motivated offender (litterbug), absence of guardianship (lack of 
environmental deterrent) and suitability of target (social meanings which 
support the intended action). The challenge from a policy viewpoint is to 
make sure that these three factors do not meet."

- Narayanan Ganapathy

"The most poignant memory I have of the research is not of an impossibly 
clean walkway or the town centre strewn with trash, but the tinge of 
sadness on NEA officer Tang Choon Siang’s face when he sees the 
latter. I wish all Singaporeans have the same sense of ownership for our 
community spaces."

- Daniel Goh

"There is an ancient marketing advice: You can do nothing for the 
consumer until you have listened to the consumer. Replace the word 
'consumer' with people, and the principle still holds. The NEA followed 
this advice with great care and attention, prior to embarking on a public 
communication campaign to keep Singapore beautiful and clean. There 
are many ways to listen to the consumer and the NEA used them all: focus 
groups, sample surveys, in-depth interviews, community meetings and 
observational studies."

- Everold Hosein

What Our Researchers Say
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