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Research Findings

● Each photo had a story to tell. As a 

collective, or gallery, social norms were 

made visible. The systemic influence of the 

household scale was comprised of patterns 

of both routine and seemingly abnormal 

wasting. 

● The routes that food traveled through the 

households. These were outlined by the 

stories provided via the food waste photos. 

These routes provided insight into the 

integration of the household into broader 

socio-environmental systems.

● Many emotions surrounded waste disposal. 

These included guilt, disgust, and shame. 

There were also instances of pride and 

apathy. All of these emotions were important 

in understanding the full ‘food waste story’. 

● The relative value of food in the household. 

Relative value was indicated by choices and 

negotiations around what was wasted, and 

when food was considered waste. Photos 

displayed daily choices made in the 

household by particular actors. 

Conclusions
● The use of photos to study the household created space for the heightened 

awareness of everyday practices. In this study, photos were used to draw 

attention to moments of household food wasting. 

● The photo testimonies captured complex emotional, practical, and 

circumstantial negotiations around moments of wasting.

● Wasting emphasized shifts that needed to take place to create food 

systems predicated on feeding people. Around household food waste, 

scholars, city planners, activists and food system workers can continue to 

query the types of creative solutions that can emerge from rethinking the 

generation of food waste.

“ I could have scooped it into the green bin, but with [mould] I just can’t. It’s too gross. So I had really no 
choice but to put it in the garbage. Plus it was already in a container so it was easy.” (Participant 18)

Introduction
Food waste in Canada is estimated to amount to 

$31 billion, with approximately half of this wastage 

occurring in households (Gooch & Felfel, 2014). I 

used adapted Photovoice interviews to investigate 

the ways that 22 participants view the transitions 

between food and waste in their households. In 

this study, participants documented moments of 

transition between food and waste, and explored 

relationships between food and wasting 

behaviours in their household. 

Participants considered: 

• When does food become 

waste in the household?

• What or who are the main 

influencers on food waste in 

the home?

Background
There are promising opportunities for engaging 

with households in seeking to reduce food waste, 

yet there are still few studies that aim to 

understand the influences of household food 

wasting, especially in the Canadian context 

(Parizeau et al., 2015). Household food waste 

remains a challenge for researchers due to social 

stigmas of waste and the privacy afforded 

through  waste disposal systems. To help 

overcome these challenges, this study used  a 

Photovoice methodology to call attention to 

moments of food wasting in households in Guelph, 

Ontario. 

Methods
Participants were given a photo assignment  to 

complete over the course of two weeks. The 

assignment was to take 12-24 photos of moments 

when participants realized that their food was 

going to waste. This was also described as a 

request to capture moments of their household’s 

“food waste story.” During the interview, 

participants began by describing the content of 

the photo. Specifically questions about food 

procurement, processing and storage were 

asked, as well as questions regarding waste 

patterns, disposal systems, and feelings about 

the photos. 

Limitations
Food diaries have been used by academics as a 

method for self-reporting food waste, and the 

constantly stated limitation of this approach is the 

issue of underreporting the volume and types of 

waste generated in the home (Quested et al., 

2013). While I did not seek to record such 

quantitative data, this concern does introduce an 

important limitation to researching waste in 

general, which is that people are very private 

about their food waste. Ideas about social shame 

may certainly have had an effect on what 

participants chose to talk about in the interview.
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