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Household packaging and 
printed paper is changing faster 
than the U.S. recycling system, 

requiring greater investment and 
innovation nationwide.

What Comes Out of the 
Home Shapes Everything 

That Comes Next

The packaging and printed paper in 
American homes have changed. The 
recycling system and supply chains built 
to recover them continue to evolve but 
has not changed at the same pace.

Packaging has become lighter, more 
varied, and more complex to manage. 
New formats have entered the market; 
familiar materials have declined, and the 
mix of paper, plastic, metal, and glass 
flowing through households has shifted.

That matters because recovering this 
material is more important than 
ever and brings the opportunity to 
strengthen the resilience of domestic 
supply chains.

This second installment of the 2026 
State of Recycling examines residential 
generation: packaging and printed paper 
that households have used and then 
discarded into the trash or recycling 
stream.

Investment and innovation have changed 
the products and packaging entering 
American homes. That same level of 
investment and innovation must occur 
for collection, sorting, processing, and 
end markets so that recyclable material 
can become feedstock for new products. 
New Extended Producer Responsibility 
(EPR) legislation provides an exciting 
opportunity to make these investments, 
and those same investments must be 
made outside of EPR states to weave the 
American recycling system together.
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2020 Data: Published in the 2020 State of Curbside Report and draws on 
generation data collected in years prior to 2020.

2026 Data: Published in this report and aggregates generation data collected 
from 2022 through 2026.

Note: Generation data from 2020 and 2021 is not included in the generation data 
published in this report.
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Understanding generation gives us 
the full universe of recyclable material 
available to recover and become 
feedstock for manufacturing, supporting 
more resilient supply chains. That makes 
it the denominator of the recycling rate.

The numerator tells us how much 
recyclable material the system captures. 
The denominator tells us how much was 
available to capture in the first place.

In this report, we’re taking a more in-
depth look than ever before because you 
cannot understand recycling performance 
without understanding both.

This installment examines the roughly 
705 pounds of recyclable packaging and 
printed paper generated annually by a 
household and, more importantly, the 
make-up of that material and how it 

changes over time.1 While recyclable 
packaging and printed paper has always 
evolved, this installment looks at the 
snapshot of material composition from 
2020 to 2026.

 

Residential Generation: packaging 
and printed paper that households have 
used and then discarded into the trash 
or recycling stream

The recycling stream is evolving. The 
system must evolve with it.

Generation data makes that challenge 
visible. It establishes what is flowing 
out of households today, how the 
residential stream is changing, and 
what recycling supply chains must be 
prepared to manage next.

705
Pounds of 

recyclables generated 
per household

Captured

TRASH

Not Captured

VS

1 See Figure 2 on page 13
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The packaging stream is evolving in 
notable ways that affect how we manage 
material. On the brand side, that includes 
market decision-making, product 
protection requirements and shelf 
stability, cost and efficiency pressures, 
and sustainability commitments. There 
has been a general, steady trend toward 
lightweighting, especially for food 
packaging, but also a key shift to other 
materials for certain products. The social 
utility of some former products has 
disappeared (e.g., newspapers, catalogs, 
physical mail), leading to large swings in 
tonnage. Brand choices have moved in 
different directions, with increased use 
of flexible formats that are not yet widely 
recyclable alongside intentional shifts 

toward more recyclable rigid formats. 
Generation data shows meaningful 
shifts across fiber, aluminum, glass, and 
plastic, with continued change ahead. 
Together, these shifts are reshaping the 
mix of material the residential recycling 
system must manage. We call this the 
“evolving ton.” 

Evolving Ton: This is the changing 
mix of residentially generated paper 
and packaging materials. As packaging 
and printed paper formats, materials, 
and weights change, so does what 
the recycling system must react to 
and collect, sort, process, and ultimately 
turn into new materials and products.

A Story of 
Continual Evolution
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EPR introduces a significant shift 
in how the system is funded.

Newly evolved packaging formats leave 
residents wondering “Is this recyclable?” 
and community programs face time and 
resource challenges to keep pace. What 
gets recovered depends on how the 
entire system responds. 

Historically, municipal and county 
recycling programs have been one of the 
key mechanisms to support investment 
in MRFs to sort recyclables coming from 
residential households. End-market 
demand for recycled content provides 
the economic incentives for expansion 
and development of supply chains to 
use recyclable material as feedstock for 
new products. Together, infrastructure, 
market demand, and available funding 
influence what communities can collect 
and what they communicate to residents.  

EPR introduces a new source of funding 
and a new set of incentives. In seven 
states, an EPR fee-based structure 
to obligated producers can support 
investment to advance infrastructure. 
EPR policies can also influence packaging 
design, source reduction, and demand 
for post-consumer recycled content. 
These forces connect decisions made 
upstream about packaging with the 

collection, sorting, processing, and 
end markets needed to recover those 
materials downstream. 

This installment examines residential 
generation data and how the mix of 
packaging and printed paper discarded 
by U.S. households changed from 2020 
to 2026. It focuses on traditionally 
collected materials moving through 
the residential recycling systems that 
are commonly accepted, collected, 
sorted, and processed in U.S. residential 
recycling programs. This includes 
pathways such as curbside collection 
and materials recovery facility (MRF) 
processing, and tracks how that mix has 
changed over six years.  

The analysis also looks beyond 
traditionally collected materials to 
packaging and printed paper that could 
move into residential recycling systems 
as collection, processing, financing, and 
infrastructure evolve with EPR. Finally, 
it estimates the broader residential 
packaging and printed paper discard 
stream, including materials such as 
compostables that require pathways 
outside traditional recycling to be 
diverted from disposal.

Traditionally Collected Materials: residentially 
generated packaging and printed paper that are 

commonly accepted, collected, sorted, and processed 
in U.S. residential recycling programs

County and 
municipal budgets 

carry the cost.

Fee-based structure 
creates a new 

source of funding.
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The recycling stream is not changing in 
isolation. The configuration of American 
households is shifting alongside it, 
with direct implications for access, 
participation, and capture, all of which 
will be addressed in Installment Three. 
Households in multifamily housing, 
which face significant recycling barriers, 
are growing faster than single-family 
households. 

As shown in Figure 1, since 2020, the U.S. 
has added approximately 8.5 million 
more households overall, including 
about 6 million more single-family 

households and 2.5 million more 
multifamily households. 

Despite household growth, the total 
tonnage of traditionally collected 
material generation by weight is 
down by 3.7M tons, an 8% decrease 
without film included, signaling a 
meaningful per-household decline in 
the weight of recyclables generated.2 
We dig into household generation in 
Figure 2 to understand material-specific 
shifts in the recycling stream and other 
notable changes.

Volume has shifted: as packaging gets 
lighter, more individual units can 
represent less total weight, meaning 
the number of items moving through 
the system may be growing, even as 
total tonnage declines. Variety has 
expanded as the number of distinct 
packaging forms — including new 
non-bottle plastics, carton types, and 
flexible packaging — continues to grow. 

A third factor, velocity, is a potential 
emerging trend. While it is not yet 
quantified in the data, our resident 
surveys suggest people perceive 
a faster pace of packaging moving 
through the home. These three forces 
shape the challenges that residents, 
community recycling programs, and 
MRFs face and inform how the system 
must adapt.

Household Growth 
Meets a Lighter Stream

0 20 40 60 80 100 120

Millions of Households

2020

2026

25.2M95.6M

101.6M 27.7M

Figure 1: Growth of Generating Households, 2020-2026 

While generation by weight has 
declined, the residential recycling 
stream has grown more complex 

in three important ways.

VA R I E T Y H A S 
E X PA N D E D

V O LU M E H A S 
S H I F T E D

V E LO C IT Y I S 
A  P OT E NT I A L 

E M E R G I N G T R E N D

More  
Households

Lighter Recycling 
 Stream

2 See Figure 5 on page 19

Single-Family Households Multifamily Households
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Generation 
by the Numbers

Figure 2: Shifts in Household-Level Material Generation, 2020-2026

Shifts in recyclables found in the trash 
or recycling stream in a household

Individual households are the source 
of material in the residential recycling 
system — what they generate, how 
much, and what they can and do with 
the material help drive the performance 
of the system. Individual household 
generation of materials has changed 
significantly over the past six years. 
Overall generation of traditionally 
collected materials by weight is down 
primarily because of a reduction in glass 

How We Produce Generation Data: The Recycling Partnership’s generation 
data is based on an analysis of approximately 90 capture studies conducted 
since 2017. In each study, residential trash and recycling streams are sampled 
and characterized in parallel to provide a fuller picture of the packaging and 
printed paper discarded by households.

packaging and mixed paper found in 
the trash or recycling stream. At the 
same time, the volume of lighter-
weight material in the stream is 
growing. Figure 2 shows the trends of 
traditionally collected materials plus 
film and flexibles as a material receiving 
focused attention. The numbers shown 
are weighted across single-family and 
multifamily households.

0 50 100 150 200 250 300

Weighted Pounds/Household/Year

Cardboard

Mixed Paper

Aseptics & Cartons

PET Bottles

Non-bottle PET

HDPE N Bottles

HDPE C Bottles

Non-bottle HDPE

Polypropylene

#3, 4, 6, 7 Plastics

Bulky Rigid Plastics

Glass

Steel Cans

Aluminum Cans

Aluminum Foil & Trays

Film and Flexibles

0

200

400

600

800

W
ei

gh
te

d 
Po

un
ds

/H
ou

se
ho

ld
/Y

ea
r

2020 2026

705.7800.3

0 50 100 150 200 250 300

Weighted Pounds/Household/Year

Cardboard

Mixed Paper

Aseptics & Cartons

PET Bottles

Non-bottle PET

HDPE N Bottles

HDPE C Bottles

Non-bottle HDPE

Polypropylene

#3, 4, 6, 7 Plastics

Bulky Rigid Plastics

Glass

Steel Cans

Aluminum Cans

Aluminum Foil & Trays

Film and Flexibles

0

200

400

600

800

W
ei

gh
te

d 
Po

un
ds

/H
ou

se
ho

ld
/Y

ea
r

2020 2026

705.7800.3

12% decrease in pounds per 
household per year



State of Recycling 2026  |  15Installment Two: The Evolving Ton  |  14

The following are key changes in traditionally collected materials plus film and flexibles 
by weight on a household basis since 2020. These are packaging and printed paper 
formats that residents encounter every day on store shelves, at their doorsteps, and in 
their mailboxes and ultimately discard into the trash or recycling stream.

32%

61%

15%

18%
44%

48%

47%
38%

Corrugated cardboard is up 32%, driven by 
e-commerce growth that accelerated during the 
pandemic and has continued.

Aseptics and gabletop cartons at 9.3 pounds per 
household have grown 61%, though they remain a 
small percentage of the overall packaging stream.

Non-bottle PET has grown 48%, non-bottle 
HDPE has grown 38%, and polypropylene has 
grown 47%, reflecting a broader shift toward more 
recyclable resin types in non-bottle packaging.

#3, #4, #6, and #7 plastics saw the greatest decrease 
at 47%, followed by mixed paper (-34%), glass (-28%), 
and bulky rigid plastics (-26%). The declines in 
mixed paper and glass are the two biggest drivers 
of the overall decrease in tonnage.

D E C L I N E  

Aluminum cans grew 18%, and aluminum foil 
and trays also grew 44%.

Film and flexibles grew 15%, continuing an 
upward trend in that category.

Cardboard

Cartons

Non-bottle PET

Non-bottle HDPE

Polypropylene

Aluminum 
cans

Aluminum foil and trays

Film and 
flexibles

#3, 4, 6 and 7 plastics, Mixed paper, 
Glass, and Bulky rigid plastics
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The shifts in individual material generation affect their relative portions of the overall 
recyclable “pie.” In Figure 3, cardboard, metals, and plastic containers have 
increased from a combined 39% in 2020 to 51% in 2026. This is an important trend 
for MRFs, as they seek value in the inbound stream and continue to make investments 
in new equipment and facilities.

Figure 4 shows the same “pie” but with film and flexibles included. It shows the same 
trends as Figure 3, but with the combined plastics streams now adding up to 31%, 
surpassing the mixed paper fraction at 28%.
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Figure 3: Relative portions of generation of traditionally 
collected materials, 2020-2026

Figure 4: Relative portions of generation of traditionally 
collected materials plus film and flexibles, 2020-2026

Cardboard, metals, and plastic containers have 
increased from a combined 39% in 2020 to 51% in 2026.

39%
51%

See Appendix Figure A-1 for detail.
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When household counts in the U.S. are 
applied to the per-household generated 
numbers in Figure 2, it allows the 
calculation of the overall tonnage of 
traditionally collected materials. Figure 
5 shows a comparison of the overall 
tons between 2020 and 2026.

Despite the addition of 8.5 million more 
households to the generation base since 
2020, the traditionally collected stream 

has grown lighter, with two relatively 
heavy materials — mixed paper and 
glass — declining by more than 7 million 
tons combined. That has been countered 
somewhat by cardboard's 2.5 million ton 
increase, a nearly one million ton gain in 
plastic containers (not including bulky 
rigids), and a half million ton increase in 
the aluminum stream (cans and foil/tray 
together), while #3, 4, 6, 7 plastics have  
declined by more than 400,000 tons.

Figure 5: Estimate of overall generation of traditionally 
collected materials, 2020-2026

Amount Generated per Household 
Annually x Number of Households in U.S.
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More households are generating a lighter, 

more complex mix of materials.

8.5M 
more 

households

7M 
fewer tons of mixed 
paper and glass

8% decrease in total tons generated 
of traditionally collected materials
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Figure 6: Modeled Impact of Generation 
on the Inbound MRF Stream, 2020-2026

For U.S. MRFs, the inbound stream 
looks different as a result. By applying 
participant capture numbers to the 
generated stream, we can get a glimpse 
of how that inbound stream has changed. 
Figure 6 assumes a scenario in which 
all the listed materials are accepted at 

the MRF and in supporting collection 
programs, with inbound contamination 
at 17%. It shows the growing importance 
of residential cardboard to MRFs and 
increasing fractions of important 
container streams like PET, polypropylene, 
and aluminum cans.

The Inbound MRF 
Stream Is Changing

Figure 6: Modeled impact of single-family household generation 
on the inbound materials going to a MRF, 2020-2026
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The evolving ton reveals both recycling 
bright spots and opportunities to recover 
more material. Proven interventions such 
as cart-based collection, education, and 
outreach show what is possible when 
barriers to recycling are addressed. The 
Partnership’s recent national survey 
found that households with carts are 
significantly more likely to see themselves 
as active recycling participants, 
reinforcing the connection between 
easier access, participation, and recovery. 

The data also shows where opportunity 
remains. Aluminum foil and trays offer a 
clear example. Household generation has 
increased 44% since 2020. End markets 
are stable, and bale value is strong in 
both non-UBC (used beverage container) 
and off-spec bales. Yet fewer than half of 
recycling programs accept the material, 
and participant capture rates remain low 
even where it is accepted. As a result, 
most foil still ends up in the trash. 

More material in the stream does not 
automatically mean more material 
recovered. 

Understanding what closes that gap is 
critical as the evolving ton brings more 
and different formats. For aluminum 
foil and trays, the opportunity is to 
better understand which interventions 
across acceptance, access, education, 
collection, and processing can translate 
growing generation, stable end markets, 
and strong bale value into greater 
recovery. Future State of Recycling 
installments will examine connections 
like these across the recycling system 
and what they mean for recovering more 
packaging and printed paper.

Household generation 
has increased 

44% 
for aluminum foil and 

trays since 2020.

Acceptance rates 
remain below 

50% 
and participant capture 

rates are low even 
when aluminum foil and 

trays are accepted.

End markets 
are stable, 

and bale value 
is strong.
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This analysis includes both film and 
flexibles and non-film and flexibles 
generation, along with materials that 
have not traditionally been collected 
by residential recycling programs. The 
Partnership began including film and 
flexibles in 2023 because it’s a fast-
growing material taking share from 
more traditionally collected materials. 
This installment goes further, offering 
a first attempt to quantify other non-
traditionally collected packaging and 
printed paper and compostables. The 
goal is to align our estimates with the 
packaging universe EPR programs will 
cover, which includes most of these 
materials as fee-bearing 'covered 
materials,' with some exceptions, 

such as deposit return system (DRS) 
materials in states that run both DRS 
and EPR programs. Fee revenue from 
these covered materials should help 
fund the programs and infrastructure 
needed to divert more of this stream 
from disposal, and over time could 
help some materials move from non-
traditional to traditionally collected 
materials.

The figures previously shown focus 
mostly on traditional materials, with 
film and flexibles included in some. 
Figure 8 expands the view to the full 
residential paper and packaging discard 
stream, covering everything that would 
ultimately be managed under EPR.

Film and Flexibles, 
Other Materials, and the 

Full EPR Obligation

With roughly one in five Americans now 
living in an EPR state, understanding the 

full scope of material to manage, not just 
the traditionally collected, is critical to 

defining the system’s true obligations.

In Figure 7, we see that almost four 
out of five tons (78%) of residential 
recycling generation is made up of 
traditional recyclables. Not all the 
traditional recyclables are accepted in 
every program in the U.S., and some 
are the focus of Universal Statewide 
Collection List (USCL) discussions (e.g., 
PET thermoforms, aluminum foil/tray). 
Over time, progress on materials like PE 
film could elevate the percentage that 

is collectable, even if that collection 
is “on the side” of traditional single-
stream curbside recycling. Even 
materials considered traditionally 
recyclable still face barriers across 
one or more of the five requirements 
of an effective recycling system, 
including engagement, packaging 
design, and end-market demand. Future 
installments will address each.

Figure 7: Relative Percentages of Traditionally Collected 
to Non-Traditionally Collected Materials, 2026

78%

22%

78%
Discard Stream is

Traditionally 
Collected Materials

E V E N M AT E R I A L S T H AT A R E 
T R A D IT I O N A L LY C O L L E CT E D S T I L L 
FA C E B A R R I E R S A C R O S S O N E O R 
M O R E O F T H E F I V E  R E Q U I R E M E NT S O F 
A N E F F E CT I V E R E C YC L I N G S Y S T E M, 
I N C LU D I N G E N G A G E M E NT,  PA C K A G I N G 
D E S I G N,  A N D E N D-M A R K E T D E M A N D.
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Figure 8: Estimate of the Full Residential Paper 
and Packaging Discard Stream, 2026

See Appendix Figure A-4 for detail.

Figure 8 expands the view to the full residential packaging and printed 
paper discard stream, covering everything that would ultimately be 
managed under EPR.

Traditionally Collected Material

Non-Traditionally Collected Material
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With the full stream now estimated, 
a related question is how well we're 
measuring progress against it. The 
recycling rate alone doesn't tell the full 
story of system performance in a stream 
this dynamic. As the mix of materials 
shifts, the overall recycling rate can 
mask what’s happening: strong 

performance in a growing material 
like cardboard can prop up the overall 
number, even as rigid plastics and metal 
containers lag behind it. The overall 
rate matters and will continue to be 
measured in EPR and non-EPR states, 
but the individual performance of each 
material is where the real signal is.

As the stream grows lighter, overall 
tonnage-based comparisons alone don’t 
fully explain what is happening. Overall 
tonnage-based reporting can show 
stagnation and even decreased recycling, 
which obscures the full picture and where 
we see both successes and emerging 
needs. Individual material recycling rates 
provide a more meaningful measure of 
system performance and connect directly 
to tracking improvements in acceptance 
and recycling behavior.

Many states and communities continue 
to conduct periodic waste composition 
studies. While providing important 
information (these studies were used 
to estimate the generation of many 
non-traditionally collected materials 
for this installment), they provide a 
fundamentally limited view of system 
performance when not combined with 
parallel recycling data. If the purpose 
of a recycling system is to capture and 
divert as much of a given material stream 
as possible, then it is essential for waste 
composition studies to be paired with 
recycling composition studies to see the 
full view.

All generated materials are affected 
by both access to and participation 
in recycling programs, which will be 
explored in subsequent installments. 

“Access” incorporates both household 
access to a recycling service and what 
that service accepts in collection. 
“Participation” includes whether a 
household uses an available service and 
how well the household recycles specific 
materials.

The latter part of the “Participation” 
equation is consequential for all key 
materials. Recyclable containers across 
many material types have participant 
capture (the share of recyclable material 
that households put in their recycling 
cart) rates below 60% at a household 
level. Even mixed paper, which is still 
32% of the non-film and flexibles stream, 
is captured less than half the time 
from the home. Materials with lower 
participant capture, such as flexible 
packaging and non-bottle formats, are 
becoming more common, complicating 
the relationship among generation, 
recovery, and reported recycling 
performance. 

Participant capture is a significant gap 
across all material categories, with direct 
consequences for system efficiency, 
EPR compliance, and overall packaging 
sustainability. This underscores the 
importance of continued investment in 
understanding and improving recycling 
participation. 

Measurement 
Challenges in a Lighter, 

Changing Stream

Individual material recycling rates provide a more 
meaningful measure of system performance 

and connect directly to tracking improvements 
in acceptance and recycling behavior.

TRASH



Packaging trends are moving in two 
directions at once. Some shifts favor 
more recyclable materials. Others are 
increasing the use of non-traditionally 
collected materials, such as lightweight 
film and flexibles, which can add 
complexity to the recycling system even 
when they deliver other benefits.

Lightweighting has long been treated 
as a straightforward win: less material 
means lower freight, emissions, and 
material costs. EPR complicates that 
math. A lighter package that lowers tons 
placed on the market can still add burden 
to the system if it has low capture, creates 
sorting challenges, has weak end-market 
value, or raises contamination risk.

Some ecomodulation frameworks credit 
lightweighting and material reduction 
directly, which will likely push more of it 
forward regardless of these downstream 
effects. Lighter materials often carry 
positive greenhouse gas implications, but 
without robust resident education, they 
tend to struggle with lower participant 

capture rates. Some of these formats also 
typically carry lower MRF value, and MRF 
capital costs are likely to rise as more 
advanced sorting equipment is needed 
to capture them at high rates. The growth 
in aluminum packaging is a meaningful 
exception, as aluminum continues to 
provide strong financial benefits to the 
system and is growing in generation. 
Cardboard’s relatively steady value is 
a healthy companion to its increase in 
generation (along with its high participant 
capture rates).

The result is a downstream system with 
more units and more complexity to 
manage — more volume and variety — 
but less tonnage and more complicated 
implications for economic value recovered. 
EPR fee structures can accelerate 
progress toward more sustainable 
materials management by rewarding 
packaging choices that reduce waste 
and improve recyclability. Incentives 
like ecomodulation help align packaging 
design with the capabilities of modern 
collection, sorting, and recycling systems. 

Operational Implications 
for MRFs, Producers, 

and EPR Systems
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CREATES 
SORTING 

CHALLENGES

LOW CAPTURE WEAK END 
MARKE T VALUE

CONTAMINATION 
RATES

Reduction is always the goal, 
but lightweighting alone is not 

a straightforward win.
A lighter package that lowers tons placed on the 

market can still result in lower recycling collection 
rates, and add burden to the system, if it has low 

capture, creates sorting challenges, has weak end-
market value, or raises contamination risk.



The risk is not simply that the stream is 
changing. It is that the recycling system 
is not evolving in concert.

If packaging design, access, 
engagement, processing, and end 
markets do not advance together, the 
gap between what households generate 
and what the system can reliably 
recover will widen.

The material stream has become 
more complex, but the experience of 
managing recyclable materials in the 
home has not evolved at the same pace. 
Residents are being asked to make 
more decisions about a wider range 
of packaging formats, often without 
corresponding changes in the tools and 
systems available to them. If that gap 
continues to grow, so will the barriers 
to getting recyclable material into the 
right stream.

The risk extends across the system. If 
education and outreach do not keep 
pace, residents face greater uncertainty 
about what and how to recycle. If 
collection and processing systems do 
not adapt to changing materials and 
formats, more recyclable material may 
be lost. If end markets cannot reliably 
use recovered material, less of it can be 
turned into new materials and products.

EPR creates new opportunities for 
investment and innovation, but those 
investments will have limited impact 
if they are not connected across the 
system. Progress in one part of the 
system cannot fully compensate for gaps 
in another.

There is also a broader risk. If investment 
and innovation remain concentrated 
in EPR states, the U.S. could create 
increasingly different recycling systems 
across state lines rather than a more 
connected, adaptive system capable 
of responding to the evolving ton 
nationwide.

The stream will continue to evolve. The 
risk is allowing the gap between what 
households generate and what the 
system can recover to widen with it.

What Happens If We 
Don’t Meet This Moment The stream evolves. 

Recovery falls behind. 
Costs and confusion grow.
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The same data that reveals the challenge 
also shows where to act.

With better data, harmonized efforts, 
sustained resident engagement, targeted 
MRF investment, and incentives that 
reward packaging that can be recovered 
in real-world systems, the recycling 
system can adapt as the packaging and 
printed paper coming into households 
changes.

Growing materials such as cardboard, 
aluminum, PET, and polypropylene 
can become even stronger sources of 

domestic recycled feedstock. Materials 
that are not traditionally collected today 
can be addressed through dedicated 
systems, infrastructure, and EPR funding 
rather than left to be landfilled. And 
learnings from all can be applied in homes 
across the non-EPR states.

Getting this right means aligning decisions 
and investment across the system. 
Packaging decisions improve. Investment 
reaches the right materials. Residents 
receive clearer direction. More of what 
enters the home can be recovered and 
returned to productive use.

What Happens 
If We Get This Right

Better data helps the system adapt 
as the packaging and printed paper 

coming into households changes.

B E T T E R D ATA S M A RT E R 
I N V E S T M E NT

B E T T E R D E S I G N M O R E M AT E R I A L 
R E C O V E RY

More of what enters 
the home can be 

recovered and returned 
to productive use.
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The residential recycling stream is 
becoming more operationally complex 
for residents and facilities, even as 
overall tonnage declines. The future 
management challenge is about 
composition as much as volume: which 
materials and formats households 
generate, and how effectively each move 
through the recycling system. 

Understanding how that portfolio 
has changed since 2020 is essential to 
anticipating future EPR obligations, 
system design needs, communication 
challenges, and investment priorities. 

The volume, variety, and velocity of 
packaging entering the home continue 
to change. Residents encounter new 
products and packaging formats faster 
than the tools, information, and systems 
available to help them manage those 
materials have evolved. That gap creates 
strain at the household level and across 
collection, processing, and recovery. 

This installment’s data also points to 
where investment is already paying 
off. The Partnership's PET Recycling 
Coalition, Polypropylene Recycling 
Coalition, and Film & Flexibles 

Recycling Coalition, including the 
CalFFlex initiative, are working on 
three of the materials that are growing 
in the residential stream: non-bottle 
PET, polypropylene, and film and 
flexible packaging. This generation 
data gives that work a clearer target by 
showing how much of these materials 
households are discarding and how the 
composition of the stream is changing.

More broadly, EPR creates an 
opportunity to better connect data, 
decisions, and investment. More real-
time data on packaging generation, 
composition, and volume can help 
producers, communities, recyclers, and 
policymakers see where the system is 
working, where investment matters 
most, and where continued support for 
effective policy implementation can 
help the system respond to changes in 
the residential packaging and printed 
paper stream. 

Installment Three picks up where this 
installment leaves off, examining how 
residents engage with an evolving 
stream and what it takes to turn 
packaging progress into gains in 
participation.

CONCLUSION 

What This Means 
for the System

PACKAGING AND PRINTED PAPER COMING 
INTO U.S. HOUSEHOLDS IS EVOLVING 

FASTER THAN THE SYSTEMS DESIGNED TO 
RECOVER IT. CLOSING THAT GAP REQUIRES 

SUSTAINED INVESTMENT ACROSS THE 
RESIDENTIAL RECYCLING SYSTEM.

https://recyclingpartnership.org/pet-recycling-coalition/
https://recyclingpartnership.org/pet-recycling-coalition/
https://recyclingpartnership.org/polypropylene-coalition/
https://recyclingpartnership.org/polypropylene-coalition/
https://recyclingpartnership.org/film-and-flexibles/
https://recyclingpartnership.org/film-and-flexibles/
https://recyclingpartnership.org/film-and-flexibles/
https://recyclingpartnership.org/pet-recycling-coalition/
https://recyclingpartnership.org/pet-recycling-coalition/
https://recyclingpartnership.org/polypropylene-coalition/
https://recyclingpartnership.org/polypropylene-coalition/
https://recyclingpartnership.org/film-and-flexibles/
https://recyclingpartnership.org/film-and-flexibles/
https://recyclingpartnership.org/film-and-flexibles/
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Appendix

Figure A-1: Current Generation of Traditionally Collected 
Materials by Pounds Per Year (PPY), 2026

Figure A-2: Total Current Tons of Generation, 2026

Plastics

Material
Single Family 

PPY
Multifamily 

PPY
2026 Weighted 

lbs/HH/Year

Cardboard 140.7 105.5 133.2

Mixed Paper 199.0 149.3 188.4

Aseptics & Cartons 9.8 7.3 9.3

PET Bottles 49.6 37.2 47.0

Non-Bottle PET 16.0 12.0 15.1

HDPE N Bottles 10.6 8.0 10.0

HDPE C Bottles 13.6 10.2 12.8

Non-bottle HDPE 1.8 1.3 1.7

Polypropylene 25.0 18.7 23.6

#3, 4, 6, 7 Plastics 9.2 6.9 8.7

Bulky Rigids 17.7 13.2 16.7

Glass 112.5 84.4 106.5

Steel Cans 20.6 15.4 19.5

Aluminum Cans 24.4 18.3 23.1

Aluminum Foil & Tray 8.1 6.1 7.7

TOTAL 658.6 493.9 623.4



State of Recycling 2026  |  41Installment Two: The Evolving Ton  |  40

Figure A-4: Generation of Traditionally Collected 
and Non-Traditionally Collected Materials, 2026

Figure A-3: Change in Household Weighted 
Generation, 2020 vs 2026

Material Annual National Tonnage Collection Status

Cardboard 8,607,713 Traditional

Mixed Paper 12,175,218 Traditional

Aseptics & Cartons 598,835 Traditional

PET Bottles 3,035,879 Traditional

Non-Bottle PET 978,258 Traditional

HDPE N Bottles 648,958 Traditional

HDPE C Bottles 829,486 Traditional

Non-bottle HDPE 107,337 Traditional

Polypropylene 1,526,442 Traditional

#3, 4, 6, 7 563,905 Traditional

Bulky Rigids 1,079,658 Traditional

Glass 6,882,864 Traditional

Steel Cans 1,257,339 Traditional

Aluminum Cans 1,495,164 Traditional

Aluminum Foil & Tray 497,160 Traditional

PE Film 3,007,864 Non-Traditional

PP Film 753,403 Non-Traditional

Multilaminate and Other Film 1,558,695 Non-Traditional

Compostable Paper 2,494,526 Non-Traditional

Remainder Paper/Non-
Recyclable Paper 2,428,125 Non-Traditional

Remainder/Composite Plastics 210,030 Non-Traditional

Compostable Plastic Packaging 14,700 Non-Traditional

Expanded Polystyrene 825,147 Non-Traditional

TOTAL 51,576,705

Appendix

Material Percentage Change 
2020 vs 2026

Cardboard 32%

Mixed Paper -34%

Aseptics & Cartons 61%

PET Bottles -3%

Non-Bottle PET 49%

HDPE N Bottles 1%

HDPE C Bottles -16%

Non-bottle HDPE 38%

Polypropylene 47%

#3, 4, 6, 7 Plastics -47%

Bulky Rigids -26%

Glass -28%

Steel Cans -11%

Aluminum Cans 19%

Aluminum Foil & Tray 44%




