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The Coffee Cup Field Experiment

Results of a field experiment to reduce 

coffee cup waste



The Coffee Cup Problem

• Billions of disposable coffee 

cups being used per year

• ~2.5 billion cups (PCCG 2017)

• But less than 1% is recycled

• Disposable cups difficult to 

recycle due to PE (plastic) lining

• Technically possible to recycle 

them, but only at specialised 

sites (only 2 sites in UK)

• Most coffee cups end up in  

landfill or as litter

• Symbol of disposable ‘on-the-go’ 

consumption culture



The Coffee Cup Problem

• Many not aware of the problem

• Disposable cups often referred to 

as paper cups – suggesting they 

are environmentally friendly and 

recyclable

• …but they are not

• Issue highlighted by 

Hugh Fearnly-Whittingstall in his   

‘War on Waste’ campaign

• Reason for Bewley’s Coffee and 

Tea Company to see what they 

could do themselves



Bewley’s

• Working with cup manufacturers 

to look at alternative cup solutions

• Offering clients branded china 

crockery and branded keep cups

• Environmental messaging to 

offered free of charge to clients

• Joined the Paper Cup Reuse and 

Recycle Group (PCRRG) 

– an industry body aiming to 

develop collection and recycling 

‘opportunities’ for paper cups

• Commissioned study to see how 

to increase reusable cup usage



The Study

• Bewley’s contacted Cardiff University to set up the study

• Study co-designed by Cardiff University and Bewley’s

• To see if easily implementable measures can increase 

reusable cup usage (measures that can be taken by any coffee shop) 

– environmental messaging

– provision of reusable cups

– distribution of reusable cups for free

– a discount for bringing own cup

– a charge for disposable cups (after price reduction!)



The Study

• Bewley’s recruited 12 sites for the study

– collaboration with 4 universities and caterer Bartlett Mitchell

– in total 8 university sites and 4 business sites

– the sites had different combinations of measures

• Display posters/showcards about the environmental impact 

of disposable coffee cups

• Offer reusable cups at ~cost price

• Distribute a number of free reusable cups to customers

• Reward for using a reusable cup (i.e. 15-25p discount)

• Penalty for using disposable cup (i.e. 25p charge)



The Study

• Before-and-after intervention study

• Recording daily sales of hot drinks for 10 weeks                   
(5 weeks before and 5 weeks after, typically 2 x 25 days)

• Multilevel interrupted time series regression analysis

• Daily proportion of reusable cups was dependent variable



The Study



The Study



Results

• Financial incentives, reusable alternatives and clear 

messaging all had an impact on consumer behaviour

– messaging increased use of reusable cups by 2.3%

– availability of reusable cups led to an increase of 2.5%

– distributing of free reusable cups led to an increase of 4.3%

– a charge increased use of reusable cups by 3.4%

• The effects are additive: overall, use of reusable coffee cups 

increased by 2.3 to 12.5%

• While increases for individual measures were modest, the 

greatest behavioural change was when measures combined



Conclusions

• Use of reusable coffee cups could be increased by up to 

12.5% with a combination of measures.

• This could mean a reduction of broadly 50-300 million 

disposable coffee cups p/a if measures rolled out across UK

• While a charge on disposable cups increased the use of 

reusable cups, a discount on reusable cups had no impact

• The University of Winchester continued with the trial and 

recording of sales; and rolled out charge across 3 cafes



University of Winchester

• Before trial, the university used around 190,000 disposable 

cups over the academic year

• Earlier efforts to reduce disposable cups were not successful

• Increased reusable cup usage in the study (5.1 to 17.4%)

• The University continued with the trial and recording of sales; 

and rolled out charge across 3 cafes

• Extra 2,500 free cups distributed in February 2017

Café 1 Café 2 Café 3

Nov 16 – Feb 17 22% 27% 18%

Feb 17 – May 17 (free cups) 37% 43% 28%

May 17 – Sept 17 30% 43% 29%

Total 28% 34% 23%
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Media Coverage



The Coffee Cups and Plastic Bottles Inquiry



Many Thanks!
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@wouterpoortinga

Disclaimer: The research described in this presentation was made possible by Bewley’s

Tea and Coffee UK Ltd. The author did not receive any financial payment or any other

non-financial benefits from Bewley’s. The views and opinions expressed in the

presentation are those of the author based on his own professional judgments.



The Study


