
Pilot Project to Assess Behavior and Attitudes  
Regarding Discarded Trash and Ocean Health 

 

W. Mark Swingle, Virginia Aquarium 
 

Project Conducted Summer 2012 
Virginia Aquarium & Marine Science Center 

The Ocean Project 
  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Special thanks to all of the staff and volunteers who assisted with this project, especially the Aquarium’s Green TeamThanks to The Ocean Project for their encouragement and communications expertise



Strategy Session with 
The Ocean Project 

June 2012 
 

Learned about market research 
 

Decided on pilot project 
 
 

  



The Ocean Project Findings 
1. Concern for the ocean 
   “Less a matter of ambivalence, more a matter of perceived urgency” 

EXAMPLE: Impact of the oil spill 



The Ocean Project Findings 
2. Understanding of the threats 
     “No evidence to indicate an increase in the public’s awareness and               
 understanding of the major threats to the ocean” 

Implications 
• Discuss threats in 

context of specific 
places or species  

• View increasing 
knowledge and 
inspiring action as 
separate goals 
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Presentation Notes
Discuss threats in context of specific places or species  - the ocean or the climate are simply too big for most people to graspRecognize knowledge and action are not connected! 



The Ocean Project Findings 
3. Willingness to act 
     “Americans see themselves as green-friendly and are looking for 
       ways to reinforce and project that self perception” 

Implications 
• Start with solutions 
• Position audience as 

part of solutions 
• Focus on impact asks 
• (Reminder) View 

increasing knowledge 
and inspiring action 
as separate goals 

 



The Ocean Project Findings 
4. Importance of teens 
     “Highest level of concern, most open to new information and 
 most confident in their ability to make a difference”  

Implications 
• Focus on youth when 

seeking to advance 
ocean conservation 

• Engage youth in 
development of 
programs 

 



The Ocean Project Findings 
5. Expectations of ZAMs 
     “The public (and especially our public) expects and trusts ZAMs to 
 provide information about the ocean and conservation” 

Implications 
• ZAMs have an 

important role in 
providing action steps 

• On site and online 
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Marine Debris 
 

A familiar issue for 
the Aquarium’s 

Stranding Response Program 



Aquarium Pilot Project: 
Assess Impact of Communication Measures 

Related to Marine Debris 
 

Measure discarded trash on campus 
Survey visitor attitudes on ocean health 

 
Three time periods, different conditions: 

1) No changes to campus 
2) Addition of recycle and butt bins to outdoor lots 
3) Addition of inspirational signage with animal focus 

 
Conducted July-August 2012 

  



Establish Areas for Trash Collection 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Results presented today focus on Areas 1 & 2These areas are consistently utilized and full during the summer season



Develop Datasheet 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Many debris categories, patterned after International Coastal Clean-up data



Enlist Awesome Volunteers! 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Awesome volunteers, note the teenagers – and their reaction to hundreds of cigarette butts!



Develop Inspirational Signage 



Develop Inspirational Signage 
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Presentation Notes
Budget dictated temporary signsWe believe impact would be more effective with permanent, highly visible signage



Develop Visitor Surveys 
 

Utilize IPads for surveys 
Collect 250 surveys each period  



Pilot Project Results 
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Clearly a lot of variability in these numbers, probably need to focus on more specific measures for meaningful resultsPositive responses from staff, volunteers and visitors to signage



Pilot Project Results 
Cigarette Butts 



Visitors Surveyed (% of total): 2.3 – 4.1% 

Visitor Survey Demographics 

Gender: 66% Female 
  34% Male 

Age:    48% were 34 or less 
    52% were 35 or more 



Visitor Survey Questions 

89 90 91 

50 

55 

60 

65 

70 

75 

80 

85 

90 

95 

100 

Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 

The health of the ocean and its animals is affected 
by the actions of the general public? 
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Very strong agreement – anything above 70 is strong agreement 



Visitor Survey Questions 

Aquariums should suggest or recommend ways for the 
general public to help protect the ocean and its animals? 
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Visitor Survey Questions 
I believe the following pose a risk to the health of the ocean 
and its animals:  Plastic pollution and marine debris 
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Of all choices, “plastic pollution and marine debris” ranked highest in all surveys, though for all choices there was strong agreement  Other choices were: “overfishing”; “offshore oil drilling”; “ocean acidification”; “climate change”



Visitor Survey Questions 
After my experience at the Aquarium today, I am likely 
to speak with friends and family about: 

Recycling and/or properly disposing 
of non-recyclable trash 

Participating in an outdoor clean-up 
in our community 
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Visitor Survey Questions 
During my visit today, I learned about ways people 
like me can help protect our ocean and its animals? 
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Visitor Survey Questions 
While in the parking lot or on the nature trail, did you stop to 
read the signs about the Aquarium's programs and/or exhibits? 
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Presentation Notes
This result leads us to believe that visitors were recognizing the additional signage



Summary of Results 
 

• Some evidence of trash reduction, especially 
   cigarette butts 
 

• Use of additional recycle bins, but unable to link 
   to reduction in discarded waste 
 

• Inspirational signage elicited positive response 
   from visitors, staff and volunteers 
 

• Aquarium visitors recognize that marine 
   debris is a major threat to ocean health 
 

• Aquarium visitors understand that their actions 
   affect the health of the ocean and its animals, 
   and believe that aquariums should suggest 
   ways that they can help 
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