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Abstract

The purpose of the PLAN Students for Zero Waste Post-Conference Survey and Pre-Conference
Registration data was to better understand issues of accessibility, evaluate participant experience
of the conference, and compare results with previous year’s surveys. The survey was sent after
the conference to attendees and conducted using Google Forms. It was then analyzed to compare
responses between those who attended the conference and those who did not attend. There were
a number of variables assessed, including demographics, state and organization tracking,
registration experience, food, navigability, and general feedback was solicited. In some areas,
such as demographics, there were differences between those who attended and those who did not
attend while in other areas, such as navigability and state and organization, differences were not
as significant.

Introduction

The Post-Landfill Action Network (PLAN) Students for Zero Waste (SZW) Conference 2019
project was the result of a first-ever partnership between PLAN and Eco-Reps. The SZW
Conference brings together students, staff, industry innovators, activists, and community
members from across the country. The three day event includes student-led workshops,
professional training, hands-on activity sessions, affinity group meet-ups, and panels covering
topics related to waste and environmental justice. The partnership between PLAN and Eco-Reps
began when PLAN first moved their headquarters to Philadelphia in 2017. That fall, they held
their SZW conference at Temple, with several Penn Eco-Reps and other students attending. Penn
also officially became a member campus and had PLAN complete a Penn Waste Profile audit.

In 2018 and 2019, PLAN held the SZW conference at Penn, which meant there was more
involvement from Eco-Reps and other campus stakeholders than the previous year. PLAN has
also come to speak to the Student Eco-Reps weekly Friday meetings several times over the past
few years, as well as presented at a Staff and Faculty Eco-Reps meeting. This year is the first
year that PLAN is an official project partner.

Our project consisted of two parts: 1) Perform a waste audit during the three-day-long SZW
conference held between October 11-13, 2019 at the University of Pennsylvania’s Houston Hall
and 2) Create, collect, and analyze the results of a post-conference survey to make future SZW
conferences more accessible and navigable to underrepresented communities. Previously, SZW



had not tracked the waste they produced at their conference, and being zero-waste non-profit,
this was something they were interested in knowing more about. The goal of the survey was to
compare the results to a similar survey done the year before in order to track PLAN’s progress in
terms of attendee satisfaction. The waste audit was done by using weight as a proxy to determine
the amount of waste within several categories: plastic film, mixed recyclables, non-recyclable
trash, cardboard, and compost. The survey was created based on the previous year’s survey and
some slight details were modified to make questions easier to answer. The results of the waste
audit were compiled into a report and were helpful to understand where waste could be reduced
and how to streamline the waste measuring process. The survey results were then compiled into a
presentation comparing the results across last year’s data which was given to our advisors.

Project Goals

Our goal was to generate data and information about 1) the disposal and composition of waste
during the SZW conference, and 2) the attendee experience through the post-conference survey.
We hoped to compare the generated survey data with the post-conference survey data from 2018
to evaluate whether PLAN had improved in key metrics and to evaluate whether the survey was
a good tool for evaluating attendee satisfaction. Specifically, we also wished to compare the
demographics of those who registered and attended the conference with those who registered but
did not attend the conference. Some of the metrics we focussed on in the survey were: ticket
sales, organization and location tracking, interest in subject matter covered at the conference,
demographics, affiliation, price paid, and satisfaction with the registration process, navigability,
content, food, and housing. The survey also included a section for volunteers, who contribute to
a large part of the conference experience. We hoped that from the survey we could begin to
measure the changes in these variables from year to year.

Methodology

Waste Audit

Before the waste audit, PLAN identified what the campus could and could not collect, reviewing
guidelines such as Penn’s trash and recycling and Bennet compost. Then, outlets for materials
that could not be collected or were hard to recycle such as plastic film were determined. Efforts
were made to coordinate where we would place cardboard because we anticipated having large
amounts due to the nature of the conference.

In order to perform the waste audit, we anticipated a heavier influx of waste surrounding food-
related events. We devised a system of tracking the waste at discrete times after breakfast, before
lunch, after lunch, before snack/networking, after snack/networking, and at the end of the
conference to accommodate. Tracking the waste involved using a luggage scale with a hook,



which was used to hang trash bags by hand. Before weighing the bags, we measured the weight
of the trash liner, which was then subtracted from the total weight of the trash. These numbers
were then recorded in a spreadsheet which was used to generate information about the
breakdown of waste and determine the diversion rate. In addition to tracking and recording waste
throughout the day, we oversaw other volunteers at the conference to ensure that they knew how
to educate attendees on how to properly dispose of waste, in order to preserve as accurate rates as
possible for the audit.

Post-Conference Survey

In creating the post-conference survey, we replicated questions from the previous year. We used
Google Forms to create, collect, and analyze the results of the survey. We prepared the survey
before the conference and sent out the link after the conference ended and again 1 to 2 times per
week after the conference. The format of the survey and its questions are below:

I. Registration Data
This section of the survey was automatically generated from the Eventbrite
registration form. Data on ticket sales, price paid for tickets, state (location
tracking), interest in zero-waste topics, demographics, and age were tracked.

II. Survey Data
A. Specific Impact Variables

Statements were written in the form of 1 to 5 categories, with 1 being strongly
disagree, and 5 being strongly agree.

1. Registration
a) “The registration process, including the sliding scale pricing

structure, was clear and easy to use. (Leave blank if someone else
registered you.)”

b) “The price I paid for the conference fit my ability to pay and
coincided with the value I received from the weekend's activities.
(Leave blank if you don't know how much you paid.)”

c) Optional free response
2. Food

a) “Food was provided adequately throughout the day.”
b) “The food provided met my dietary needs.”
c) Optional free response

3. Sessions
a) “The structure of the schedule allowed me to attend the sessions I

was most interested in.”
b) Optional free response

4. Navigability



a) “I was able to navigate the venue (Houston Hall) and felt
comfortable doing so.”

b) “The conference app was helpful and easy to use. (Leave blank if
you did not use the app.)”

c) Optional free response
B. General Feedback

Statements were written in the form of 1 to 5 categories, with 1 being
strongly disagree, and 5 being strongly agree.

1. “I felt the conference provided a safe space to express my opinions, ideas,
and lived experience.”

2. “I gained a deeper and more nuanced understanding of zero waste and the
zero waste movement as a result of attending this year’s conference.”

3. Optional free response
C. Demographics

1. Respondents were asked whether they identified with any of the following
demographic factors: Person with a (dis)ability, First Generation College
Student, HBCU Student/Alum, Community College Student/Alum, Low-
income, Indigenous, Person of Color, Immigrant, Undocumented, Directly
impacted by waste infrastructure, Veteran, Believer of non-dominant
religon, Queer, Trans/gender non-conforming, Formerly incarcerated,
None of the above, Prefer not to answer.

2. Respondents were asked to select into which category their age fell: Under
18, 18-22, 23-26, Over 26, or Prefer not to answer.

3. Respondents were asked to select all that applied to what best described
their affiliation out of: College/University Student, College/University
Staff or Faculty, Recent College/University Alum, Partner/ Tabler,
Community Member, None of the above, or Prefer not to answer.

4. Respondents were asked how they heard of the SZW conference from the
following options: PLAN Campus Coordinator, PLAN Alum, Have
attended SZW before, Online, From a friend, or Other.

5. Optional free response
6. “If there is anything else you want us to know, write it here. Share your

praise, criticism, and suggestions for improving next year. (If it's
something you want us to follow-up with you on, include your email
address.)”

7. “If you'd like to have a Campus Coordinator from PLAN to be in touch
with you about future campus involvement (PLAN membership, speaking
events, etc.) please provide your contact information below. (Or if you
wish to keep your survey responses anonymous, reach out to
faye@postlandfill.org.)”



D. Volunteer Feedback
1. Volunteers were asked whether they attended volunteer training or not.
2. “Please tell us what you enjoyed or didn't enjoy about being a volunteer.”
3. “What aspects the volunteer experience would you improve for future

conferences?”
E. Identity-Based Discussion Group Feedback

1. Respondents were asked which discussion group/s they attended out of
General Meetup, POC, Low income/First Generation, or LGBTQI+

2. “What did you like about the discussion group/s you attended?”
3. “What (if any) improvements would you like to see implemented for next

year?”
F. Housing

1. “Did you stay in PLAN-provided Community Housing at Calvary Center
for Culture and Community (CCCC) or Repair the World?”

2. “Which community housing location did you stay in?”
a) Repair the World, 4029 Market Street
b) Calvary Center for Culture and Community (CCCC), 4740

Baltimore Ave
c) Not sure

3. “*How much do you agree? (On a scale of 1 to 5)* I felt comfortable in
the free housing accommodations that I was provided.”

4. “*How much do you agree?* Housing information was communicated in a
way that helped me arrive prepared.”

5. “We want to provide housing for as many people as possible, without
overcrowding the housing locations. How did we do for the room that you
stayed in?”

6. “If free community housing were not provided, would you have still been
able to attend the conference?”

7. Optional free response
G. Reflections rom Past Conferences

1. “What knowledge or experiences from previous conferences have
influenced your behaviors?”

2. “Have past conferences made you feel more committed to reducing your
waste and the environmental justice movement?”

Research Findings



Waste Audit

Our main analysis of the waste audit was a breakdown of the waste composition by weight and
by location. We also wanted to quantify how much waste was diverted and not diverted by
dividing the total amount of diverted waste by the total amount of waste generated.

In terms of waste composition by weight as shown in Figure 1 below, compost (79.1%) held the
majority of the total waste composition, followed by cardboard (16.2%), then mixed recyclables
(1.8%) and trash (1.8%) and plastic film (1.1%).

Figure 1. Waste Composition by Weight

In terms of weight alone as shown in Figure 2 below, compost accounted for 272.9 pounds,
cardboard for 56.04 pounds, mixed recyclables for 6.3 pounds, trash for 6.24 pounds, and plastic
film for 3.72 pounds.

Figure 2. Total Weight vs Type of Waste



By location, we found that the second floor collected more waste in terms of compost (154.21
pounds), cardboard (39.08 pounds), and plastic film (3.72 pounds), which was due to most of the
food being served on the second floor of Houston Hall and much of the packaging from the
conference being left on the second floor throughout the day. This is shown in Figure 3 below.
The housing location also received a lot of compost (96.55 pounds) because food was delivered
and stored there throughout the conference. The first floor had no plastic film, less compost
(22.14 pounds), and less cardboard (16.96 pounds) than the second floor. This is because the first
floor was used throughout the conference as a breakout space and not many people congregated
there except for a few specific events. The first floor did however have more mixed recyclables
(4.6 pounds) and trash (5.14 pounds) than the second floor, most likely due to the people
throwing away event materials at the end of the day from the breakout sessions.

Figure 3. Total Weight vs. Type of Waste at Different Locations

The total amount of waste generated was 345.2 pounds and the total waste diverted was 338.96
pounds. This led to a 98.2% diversion rate, which is excellent and understandable since the
conference was a zero-waste event.

Post-Conference Survey

The findings of the post-conference survey were categorized into registration data, survey data,
specific impact variables, general feedback, volunteer feedback, and reflections from past
conferences. A total of 388 people registered, which we split into those who attended the
conference (332, 85.6%) and those who did not end up attending (56, 14.4%). We wished to
compare the demographics of those who attended with those who did not attend. Because the
sample size is rather small, all conclusions drawn from the report cannot be assumed to be
statistically significant.

I. Registration Data



This data was taken from the automated Eventbrite registration data which tracked ticket sales,
state and organization, interest in zero-waste-related topics, demographics, age, affiliation, and
price paid for tickets.

In terms of ticket sales, we found that ticket sales were most popular in the middle of the week
(Tues/Wed) and particularly on Fridays, as shown below in Figure 4. Peak sales occurred
between the beginning of September to the beginning of October, with one progression during
the first two weeks of September and peaking at the middle of September, and a second lower
progression in the last week of September to the first week of October.

Figure 4. SZW Ticket Sales, April-October 2019

In terms of state and organization tracking, shown in Figures 5 and 6 below, we found that those
who did not attend and those who did attend had similar state breakdowns with Pennsylvania,
New Jersey, and New York being among the highest counts in each category. Those who did
attend mostly came from the tri-state and northeast area, with the exception of California (17).

The results seemed to show that location was not a major factor in attendance; however, most
people who registered were from the tri-state area to begin with.



Figure 5. Total Registered Count of State

Figure 6. Non-Attended Count of State

In terms of topics of interest, shown in Figure 7 below, those who registered expressed the most
interest in intersectionality in the zero-waste movement as well as getting to know the
environmental justice movement. Topics with the least amount of interest were more niche, such
as environmental programs and business development.



Figure 7. Topics of Interest Ordered by Counts

In terms of demographics, shown in Figure 8 below, non-attendees were nearly twice as likely to
identify as people of color, low income, or directly affected by waste infrastructure than those
who attended. 30.4% of non-attendees were People of Color compared to 18% of total registered
(+12.4%, +1.7x).

19.6% of non-attendees were Low Income compared to 11.8% to total registered (+5%, +1.7x).
8.9% of non-attendees were directly affected by waste infrastructure compared to 4.1% of total
registered (+4.8%, +2.2x). It must be mentioned that these differences are not statistically
significant due to the small non-attendee sample size (56).



Figure 8. Demographics of Total Registered and Non-Attendees

In terms of age, as shown in Figure 9 below, non-attendees were less likely to be between the
ages of 18-22 and more likely to be in the categories of 23-26 or over 26.

Figure 9. Age of Total Registered and Non-Attendees

In terms of affiliation, as shown in Figure 10 below, the attendee and non-attendee affiliation
breakdowns were very similar, with slightly more non-attendees being college students than total
registered. 74.1% of non-attendees were college students compared to 68.3% of total registered.
(+5.8%)



Other affiliations (recent college graduate/alumni, partner/tabler, college staff/faculty,
community member) had even smaller percentage differences (~1-3%) between total registered
and non-attendees.

Figure 10. Affiliation of Total Registered and Non-Attendees

In terms of price paid, non-attendees were more likely to have been subsidized by 100% and less
likely to have been subsidized during early bird sales than attendees. 50% of non-attendees were
subsidized by 100% to 28.1% of total registered (+21.9%, +1.8x). 25.9% of non-attendees were
subsidized by 85% during early bird sales compared to 39.2% to total registered (-13.3%, -1.5x).
This may suggest that non-attendees registered later than sooner. Non-attendees (may) also have
received codes from their organization leader.



Figure 11. Price Paid Breakdown of Total Registered and Non-Attendees
II. Survey Data

To reiterate, our sample size was very small, with only 71 attendees responding out of the 332
who attended the conference, translating to a 21.4% response rate. The questions in the survey
were broken down in terms of questions relating to registration, demographics, conference
tracking, navigability, content, food, general and volunteer feedback, and testimonials from past
conferences.

In terms of registration, as shown in Figures 12 and 13, more people agreed registration was easy
to use compared to last year. 69.6% of attendees rated the registration process as 5 out of 5 on a
scale of 1 to 5 while 30.4% rated the process as 4 out of 5. People also felt the conference was
within their budget. From the optional feedback, there was some confusion with the codes, with
some attendees unclear of what is included in each sliding scale category, but overall satisfaction
with the pricing and value of the conference.

Figure 12. Registration Process Question 1



Figure 13. Registration Process Question 2
In terms of attendee demographics, shown in Figure 14 below, the top five most commonly cited
demographics were person of color (32.4%), queer (29.6%), none of the above (26.8%), first
generation college student (25.4%), and low-income (22.5%).

Figure 14. Attendee Demographics

Most attendees also heard about the conference from attending SZW before (38%), from a
PLAN campus coordinator (15.5%), from online (14.1%), from a friend (12.7%), and other
reasons (19.7%). This is shown in figure 15.



Figure 15. Conference Tracking

A. Specific Impact Variables

In this section of the survey, we asked about navigability, content, and food. In terms of
navigability, respondents were asked to rate the following statement on a scale of 1 to 5: “I was
able to navigate the venue (Houston Hall) and felt comfortable doing so.” 0% of respondents
rated this from 1-2 and only 4 respondents rated 3, none of which reported having a disability.

In terms of content, respondents were asked to rate the following statement on a scale of 1 to 5:
“I gained a deeper and more nuanced understanding of zero waste and the zero waste movement
as a result of attending this year’s conference.” 22.5% of respondents rated this from 1-3. 62.5%
of those who rated this from 1-3 identified as either immigrant, POC, first generation, or a person
of disability.

In terms of food, respondents were asked to rate the following statement on a scale of 1 to 5:
“The food provided met my dietary needs”. The following groups responded with a 1-3 rating
out of 5:

Figure 16. Food preferences by demographics



B. General Feedback

In this section, we asked about general session feedback, survey feedback, identity-based
discussion group feedback, and additional feedback and testimonials. Respondents wrote
responses in the form of sentences. While most feedback was positive, some feedback included
concerns about scheduling, concerns about one-sided discussions and a desire for more
introductory discussions, concerns about a lack of student voices, and more sessions that touch
on intersectionality.

C. Housing

We asked for general feedback on housing, and many respondents wrote that they were
extremely grateful for the free housing. The main concerns were a lack of privacy, a lack of
instructions, and no heating during the night.

D. Volunteer Feedback

12.7% of respondents (9 total) were volunteers. We asked those who were volunteers for general
comments and found that most people enjoyed being volunteers but would have appreciated
clearer instructions and did not like missing presentations.

E. Reflections from Past Conferences

This last section of the survey concerned reflections on past conferences. Respondents wrote
about their general appreciation of SZW and of the conference reinforcing their conviction to
zero waste values.

Key Stakeholders

● PLAN (Post-Landfill Action Network)
○ Email: info@postlandfill.org
○ Phone: 603.608.9859
○ Philadelphia Office:

Post-Landfill Action Network
2401 Walnut Street
Philadelphia, PA 19103

● Attendees of the PLAN SZW conference



Results and Evaluation

Overall, the waste audit and post-conference feedback survey were effective in generating
unknown data about the conference. While the low response rate made drawing conclusions from
the data tricky, the results of the survey tended to support trends in the previous year’s
conference data and the optional feedback responses gave a lot of interesting and helpful
suggestions on improvement. Overall, the waste audit and survey reinforced existing positive
trends in some areas while bringing to attention new concerns.

Recommendations for Future Projects

For the waste audit, we had the following recommendations:
● Because there was a lot of cardboard at the beginning of the event, people in charge of

the audit should be aware and there should be extra help on hand to measure the
cardboard.

● Bags (especially compost) were difficult to weigh and ripped upon measuring. It would
be helpful to weigh more often or have a larger scale just for compost.

● The waste was front-loaded, so auditors should be aware of how to manage their time.
We didn’t have to change bags at all throughout the day, only cardboard at the beginning
and all the bags at the end of day.

● The overwhelming feedback from volunteers was that it would be better if there was
more structure, directions, a schedule, or a group chat so volunteers know what to do
throughout the day.

● We weren’t able to measure waste from the first night (before the conference) at PLAN
because of lack of planning, so taking proper measures beforehand would have allowed
us to track the data.

● For future conferences, to minimize or completely eliminate the residual non-recyclable
waste such as plastic wrap and bags, it may be worth looking into resources and caterers
that do not use wrap or very little. According to the Eco-Reps Sustainability Coordinator
Natalie Walker, the Catering@Penn website has information about caterer sustainability
that may be helpful.

For the post-conference survey, we had the following recommendations:
● Ask what state people are coming from for the conference (not just hometown or

company, but specifically where they will travel from).
● Potentially a few questions could be asked on the registration form instead of post-

conference survey, so the survey is shorter i.e:
○ How did you hear about us?
○ Is this your first SZW Conference?
○ Etc.



● Tell respondents how long the survey will take before they take it so they know how
much time to budget.

● Provide some sort of incentive to encourage more responses.
● Since the majority of those who did not attend were from low-income categories,

increasing access and communication of the subsidized fee would be useful, especially
since most people only hear about PLAN through their school, based on the conference
tracking question. If it was advertised on PLAN’s website or through social media
through various university campus partners, then perhaps more people would feel that
attending the conference is accessible.


