Ryan Morse
Honors Thesis
April 2017

The Bowerbird Project: Using Design to Solve a Problem
1. Introduction: Why Recycling?
One of the greatest outcomes for any design project is for it to have a positive impact in the
world. Going into my Honors Thesis, I created a personal goal for myself: to brand and design
for social good. After speaking with my advisor about a topic for this social design project, we
decided my project’s focus would be recycling. While it may be especially easy for many of us
in Portland to write it off recycling in America as an “accomplished” solution, statistics tell us
otherwise. A year ago it was reported in Fusion that “the amount of recycling that could be
happening in America is pathetic, compared with what we’re currently doing.” In their article,
citing a chart provided by the EPA, they explained that since the ‘80s we had slowed down our
total percentage of waste that was being recycled (34%). Honestly, that isn’t surprising — there
have more pressing environmental and cultural issues in the forefront of Americans’ minds
lately, and when it comes to recycling there seems to be a stigma that it’s solely the individual’s
responsibility to recycle and know what goes into a bin.
That isn’t the case. For a wider impact in recycling it is not only our jobs to keep
ourselves accountable, but also to keep businesses and organizations accountable for recycling.
According to the interdisciplinary article Psychological Factors Affecting Paper Recycling by
Businesses, very little attention and research is being focused on the recycling done by
businesses. During my research into recycling and consumption habits, I conducted an interview
with a former employee of local hotel, who stated that the hotel he worked at tended to avoid
recycling due to costs, the lack of a set recycling system, and general disinterest. Logically a
hotel, being full of many employees and guests, would put out more waste than an individual
household, and many materials in a hotel should be recyclable. This is backed up by an article by
the New York Times, where it was found that “[the average hotel guest throws away] about two

pounds—more than half of that paper, plastic, cardboard and cans that those same guests
probably recycle at home. Yet according to a 2008 survey by the American Hotel and Lodging
Association, just 40 percent of hotels have a recycling program.”
Going forward, my research question was how can a space of business (like a hotel) be
branded to improve both the recycling habits of the people in that space and the eco-friendliness
of the space itself? As a graphic designer, one of my roles is to solve problems and make systems
and communications easier to use. I believe that the correct application of graphic design can
serve as a crucial tool to help promote and encourage more environmentally-friendly behaviors,
as well as help set up a successful recycling system. My goal was not to create another selfcongratulatory campaign about recycling. Instead, the goal of this project was to design and
brand a system that it encourages those within the space to be “greener” (here defined as the
recycling and the use of more environmentally-friendly materials).
2. Research
As an Honors Thesis project, this project would not only include design theory and visual
research methods like moodboards, but also interdisciplinary and scholarly articles. For scholarly
articles linking design and recycling, I didn’t have to look too far. Recurring suggestions from
scholarly articles when it came to approach was the use of social marketing, the application of
marketing techniques to influence an audience’s rejection or adoption of socially-minded
behaviors. Social marketing has been used for behaviors like biking and the reduction of
smoking, but it also had the potential to be applied to our consumption habits for more
environmentally-friendly impacts and benefits. The scholarly article “Social Marketing: A
Pathway to Consumption Reduction?” by Ken and Sue Peattie suggested a mixed-model
approach. This model consisted of concepts like the importance of accessibility, cost of
involvement over price, and social communication instead of promotion.
This use of social marketing wasn’t purely theoretical either; it had been previously used
to change environment-related consumption habits has been tested and proven to work here in
Oregon. In 2010-11, Pacific University Oregon created a social marketing campaign focused on
changing people’s recycling, paper reduction, and environmentally conscious purchasing habits.
In the words of its organizers, their campaign successfully “demonstrated that CBSM
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(Community-Based Social Marketing) is one model that can foster behavior change on higher
education with faculty and staff” (Cole, Fieselman 193).
It was important to keep this mixed model in mind. For a recycling project in a hotel, the
design and system would need to be easily accessible, emphasize and encourage participation,
and engage the audience.
3. Defining the Project
While this project’s primarily question from a scholarly standpoint is how can design
change interactions, the first more design-related question was how do you make the experience
of recycling in a hotel easier? This question involved a lot of mind maps (writing down, framing,
and connecting ideas, as seen in Fig.1), but ultimately the solutions—what would be designed for
this project—were written below:
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Fig.1

When designing the “experience,” it was important to recognize the experience of two
different groups—the guests and the employees.
For the guests, I would design items like:
● Complementary materials that are labeled as to how they are or recyclable and
can be recycled, like cups, bottles, caps (identified as not recyclable), and paper.
● Recycling bins for paper/plastic/aluminum in every room next to desk, larger bins
in lobby and at front desk, bins near vending machines.
● Poster above bins informing what is/isn’t recyclable if confused (infographic)
○ A smaller tag that could go on smaller bins in guest rooms.
○ A scannable code that gives PDF document of poster for mobile.
● Signage informing front desk can shred your confidential documents.
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● Instead of giving papers, the wifi would come with complimentary NYT and
other news subscriptions.
● People don’t like giving up plastic water bottles provided by the hotel, so those
would be specially designed and cost a dollar.
While for the employees, I would design:
● Guides to assist them with the system.
● Specifically designed bags for separate bins along with small portable guides for
recycling brand and list of what is/isn’t recyclable.
All of these materials would be designed under a specific brand for visual consistency for
the campaign.
The campaign would also need a story. Opting to avoid a basic recycling symbol as a
logo, I decided to have this campaign have a story behind it that fit into its hotel context. The
Bowerbird Project, this project, is a branded campaign that can be used by any hotel to improve
its consumption and waste habits. The male Bowerbird collects waste—ranging from twigs to
glass—to create beautiful nests to invite or “woo” the females. Much like the Bowerbird, this
project looks to create an inviting and visually pleasing atmosphere in the hotels out of more
recycled products that also encourages more environmentally-friendly behavior.
It should be noted that this was not an architecture project and this not a project for a
specific actual hotel—this is about exploring more environmentally-friendly systems and how to
design a space so that these systems are not only user-friendly and intuitive, but would encourage
environmentally-friendly behaviors. For simplicity’s sake in terms of recycling systems, this
hotel will be in Oregon.
To grab the audience’s attention, it’s important to create a message that’s personal and
understandable. Since in some ways this project is asking guests to “pay” in their time and
awareness, the voice should be simple and clear. The campaign would help customers realize
what of their waste in the hotel is recyclable and providing them with even more easy,
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convenient, and accessible places to recycle those materials. This approach extends itself to the
employees, providing informational material and a solid system into how to properly recycle..
4. Developing the Project
My design research can be divided into 2 parts: visual voice and verbal voice. I was
approaching this project with an “unlimited budget,” but I wanted in concept the campaign/brand
to be seen as something that could live in any hotel, be it a small bed and breakfast or five star
hotel. While it wouldn’t necessarily be adaptable perhaps to every single brand, I wanted it to be
clean and accessible enough to be used with other brands.
For this reason, I decided that the logo and imagery would be more vector-based (as seen
in Fig. 2). After discussions with fellow designers, it was decided that vector-based work, while
not as detailed or illustrative (like those in Fig. 3), would help make logo and imagery
immediately adaptable to other mediums and different types of hotels. The imagery, particularly
when later used to identify whether a bin or item was a paper or plastic recyclable, would also be
faster to recognize when in a hurry to throw something away.

Fig. 2

Fig. 3

Research for logo’s visual style.

In terms of typography, I looked at fonts like on Raleway (Fig. 4), before resting on SkModernist (Fig. 5). This font was appropriate because the typeface would not only be used for
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packaging, but also wayfinding and labels on recycling bins in this hotel. As a sans serif, this
font would be also easy to read, whether in a hurry or relaxing in your hotel room.

Fig. 4
Font exploration

Fig. 5
Sk-Modernist

More in-depth insights into the aesthetics and ideas for this project can be seen in my
original Matrix/Moodboard (Fig. 6-8). Please keep in mind some aspects changed during the
design process.
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Fig. 6

Fig. 7

Fig 8.

6. The Finished Result
The end result for this design was a clean, adaptable wordmark (Fig. 9) and visual system
that was easy to identify. Something we intuitively wanted to suggest was that much like how it
should fit into your life, recycling should just be another piece. This mark would serve as an
identifiable icon that could be associated with recycling in the context of a hotel campaign
instead of the standard recycling logo. This also makes the campaign feel all the more special for
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hotel guests. There icons and layout would follow this minimalist style, as seen in the
Bowerbird Project attached document. In the end, I was able to successfully use this thesis to
apply design to solve a real world problem.

Fig 9.
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