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Why did we do this work?

Snowdon is the UK’s most visited mountain. The litter left behind by Snowdon’s 500,000 visitors each year 

is a growing problem. Litter is concentrated along footpaths and in hotspots around rest areas. Snowdon’s 

wardens and local volunteer groups already work hard to keep the mountain tidy.  Encouraging visitors to 

pick up any pieces of litter they spot during their visit could greatly assist the ongoing efforts to protect 

Snowdon’s environment. 

Social norms are our ideas about what people do in a situation (descriptive norms) and what they should do

(injunctive norms). Elsewhere, social norm messages have been used to successfully change the behaviour 

of protected area visitors and social norms have been found to influence littering behaviour. We hoped they 

could be used to encourage visitors to pick up litter on Snowdon.

The Theory of Planned Behaviour can be used to understand the reasons why people act in a certain way.  

According to the theory, peoples’ behaviour can be explained by their intentions. Peoples’ intentions are 

explained by their beliefs around the behaviour (Figure 1). Understanding behaviour can help evaluate 

behavioural change interventions and improve future efforts to manage visitors. 

What questions did we want to answer?

1. What proportion of visitors on the Llanberis path pick up litter?

2. Can messages conveying social norms encourage visitors to pick up more litter?

3. What factors predict whether visitors pick up litter or not?

Figure 1. The Theory of Planned Behaviour.



What did we do?

Firstly, we placed a crushed, soft drink can on the Llanberis path and watched to see whether visitors 

picked it up or not. We designed four signs conveying social norms and attached these to a gate a short 

distance downhill of the can (Figure 2). We rotated the sign on display after every 100 visitors. We also 

observed visitors’ behaviour when no sign was displayed. We watched 3000 visitors in total.

Secondly, we surveyed 200 visitors to find out their beliefs about picking up litter, their intention to do so 

and whether they had picked up litter during their visit so far.

What did we find out?

1. What proportion of visitors on the Llanberis

path pick up litter?

Only 1 out of every 1500 visitors to the Llanberis

path during the summer could be expected to pick 

up a clearly visible, clean can as they climb the 

mountain (we can be 95% certain that no more 

than 1 in 500 such visitors would do so).

2. Can messages conveying social norms 

encourage visitors to pick up more litter?

As so few visitors picked up the can, we were not 

able to detect any effects from our signs. Our 

social norm messages did not encourage more 

visitors to pick up litter in practice.

3. What factors predict whether visitors pick up 

litter or not?

Visitors’ intentions do predict their behaviour as 

expected. However, the visitors we surveyed over-

reported picking up litter to give us a good 

impression of themselves. This supports the view 

that picking up litter is viewed as a positive act by 

many visitors.

Perceived behavioural control issues have the 

strongest influence on intention to pick up litter. 

Visitors who strongly believe bins would aid them 

in picking up litter have little intention to do so. 

For the small number of visitors who believe bins 

are not so important, intention to pick up litter is 

best predicted by whether they believe they can 

pick up the litter and carry it off the mountain.

Intentions are also predicted to a lesser extent by 

beliefs that other people think one should pick up 

litter (injunctive norms) and beliefs that it is both 

one’s responsibility to do so and worth any 

inconvenience involved.

Figure 2. Researchers setting up the experiment

What does this mean in practice?

Even a 1% increase in the number of visitors 

picking up litter could remove over 5000 extra 

pieces of litter a year. Whilst the behaviour is 

rare there appears to be scope to encourage it.

Only 11% of our respondents reported walking in 

the mountains at least once a month. Visitors 

coming from urban areas appear to bring urban 

beliefs about litter with them, including a 

reliance on bins.

We do not advocate placing more bins on 

Snowdon. However, our data suggest people 

need both knowledge about the location of bins 

and belief in their own competence to pick up 

litter. We recommend messages including bin 

locations and advice on carrying litter, to boost 

visitors’ confidence to pick it up.

The availability and proximity of bins have been 

found to predict littering behaviour elsewhere 

and so knowledge of where bins are located may 

help reduce littering too.

Combining a large, frequently emptied and 

visible bin at the foot of the Llanberis path with 

appropriate messaging to inform and encourage 

visitors could help protect Snowdon’s precious 

landscape
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