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ABSTRACT 
 

ZERO WASTE LIFESTYLES ON INSTAGRAM: PORTRAYALS AND PRACTICES 

 

Caroline Beninger      Advisor: 

University of Guelph, 2022     Dr. Roberta Hawkins 

 

In recent years, sustainable lifestyles like Zero Waste have become increasingly visible on social media 

and have popularized both the role of one’s own footprint and the potential of individual action in 

addressing environmental issues. In this thesis, I explore how Zero Waste content creators and their 

followers perceive and practice Zero Waste lifestyles and identify the barriers they face to adopting them. 

I do this by interviewing Zero Waste content creators and analyzing their Instagram content, as well as by 

surveying their audiences. I conclude that while many feel sustainable ways of living are important, few 

are confident about how to practice them or if they have sufficient impact to address modern 

environmental and social crises. Finally, I posit that while Zero Waste on Instagram is not clicktivism, it 

can be performative, and that while it does challenge predominant systems like capitalism, it does not 

qualify as glitch politics, as it is not a means of action accessible to all. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 ZW: The Role of Sustainable Lifestyles in Addressing Environmental Issues 

Sustainable lifestyles have been widely recognized as key in addressing environmental issues, with 

the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the United States Environmental Protection 

Agency (US EPA) both noting the role of lifestyle changes in long-term sustainable development 

(Environment, 2017; US EPA, 2016). Indeed, alterations of lifestyle and consumption patterns are seen as 

pillars in climate change mitigation strategies (Schanes et al., 2016). Behaviour, lifestyle, and culture 

have all been recognized as contributing to one’s environmental footprint, meaning that behavioural and 

lifestyle changes have a role to play in sustainable transitions (Axon, 2017; Schanes et al., 2016). 

Additionally, it is evident that sustainable lifestyles, while not necessarily mainstream, have gained much 

popularity in recent years, due to visibility on social media, promotion through governmental programs, 

and so-called ‘encounter spaces’ where individuals become increasingly interested in practicing 

sustainable lifestyles as they are exposed to them more (Shirani et al., 2015).  

Zero Waste (ZW) is an example of a sustainable lifestyle which has gained increasing popularity on 

social media in recent years (Jennings, 2019). According to popular media sources, blogs, and social 

media accounts, ZW lifestyles are ways of living in which individuals endeavour to remain conscious of 

how they consume and dispose of goods, having the ultimate goal of avoiding the creation of waste 

(Kellogg, 2018; Leahy, 2018). The meaning of ZW differs between the individuals and households who 

practice it—hence why it is referred to here in the plural, as lifestyles—but has an overarching goal of 

sending no waste to landfill (Kellogg, 2018; Leahy, 2018). The definition of ZW has evolved over the 

years as consumers and corporations have adopted it in various ways, yet the Zero Waste International 

Alliance (ZWIA) provides the overarching explanation that: 
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Zero Waste is a goal that is ethical, economical, efficient and visionary, to guide people in changing 

their lifestyles and practices to emulate sustainable natural cycles, where all discarded materials are 

designed to become resources for others to use. (ZWIA, n.d.) 

The modern ZW lifestyle was first popularized by social media content creator Bea Johnson of 

@zerowastehome who has been trash free since 20081. Bea pioneered the idea of the ‘trash jar’—an aptly 

titled jar where one endeavours to fit all of their 

waste from an extended period of time—and 

led to the popularization of the lifestyle on 

Instagram (Johnson, 2013). She also coined the 

‘5Rs of Zero Waste,’ refuse, reduce, reuse, 

recycle, and rot, in her 2013 book The Zero 

Waste Home: The Ultimate Guide to 

Simplifying Your Life by Reducing Your Waste 

(Johnson, 2013). She, along with a few other 

social media content creators, branded ZW in a 

surprisingly aesthetic and appealing manner—

for a lifestyle that focuses on waste, a typically 

unglamorous topic—that are still core to 

portrayals of ZW today. The aesthetic of early portrayals of ZW contributed to the lifestyle’s growth in 

popularity on social media, with images like that shown in figure 1 piquing the interest of many users. 

While people are increasingly moving away from perfectionist, aesthetic portrayals of ZW, social media 

is still a key space for the lifestyle’s promotion, as it (1) allows people to encounter and learn about ZW 

and (2) provides a space for ZW communities to come together and share about their experiences with the 

lifestyle, whether or not they have offline communities who are supportive of their endeavours. 

 
1 Bea’s content was not included in this study as she no longer maintains a public online presence. 

Figure 1: Image of Bea Johnson's family trash jars from 2011-2018 

Johnson, B. (2020). Our family’s household trash of 8 years (2011-

2018) [Instagram Post]. https://www.instagram.com/p/B-

NunzoJxOe/ 
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1.2 Research Gap, Aim, and Objectives 

This research aims to examine how ZW social media content creators – referred to throughout as 

‘content creators’ – portray the lifestyle online and how these portrayals are taken up by audiences. As of 

late, more research has emerged about ZW lifestyles, yet none have directly engaged with both content 

creators and their followers to explore how such lifestyles are truly experienced, or the issues people face 

when trying to promote or engage with them. To pursue this aim, this research achieves the following 

objectives: 

Objective A: Identify specific practices and activities associated with ZW to gain an understanding 

of the term’s meaning and of what the lifestyle truly encompasses. 

Objective B: Examine how ZW content creators use their Instagram platforms to educate audiences 

and promote the lifestyle. 

Objective C: Examine how portrayals of ZW on Instagram influence audience engagement with the 

lifestyle. 

Objective D: Identify specific barriers that prevent people from engaging with ZW to gain an 

understanding of the lifestyle’s level of accessibility. 

1.3 Thesis Outline 

The following chapters detail how this project pursued and responded to the research aim and 

objectives. To begin, Chapter 2 provides a literature review of sources discussing sustainable lifestyles, 

as well as digital platforms and glitch politics. In Chapter 3 I then detail the methodological approach 

taken in this study, which includes an analysis of the Instagram pages of popular and participating ZW 

content creators, as well as interviews with six ZW content creators, and surveys with their respective 

audiences. In Chapter 4 I present the first portion of this study’s findings, defining ZW and outlining 

common ZW practices and barriers people face to engaging with them. I then provide a discussion of how 

such findings compare to the literature on barriers to practicing sustainable lifestyles. In Chapter 5 I 
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present the second portion of this study’s findings, focusing mainly on people’s experiences with 

perfectionism when endeavouring to live a ZW lifestyle. I finish this chapter by exploring how ZW may 

or may not be considered a ‘glitch’ in systems that maintain oppression (i.e. capitalism), as the lifestyle 

simultaneously endeavours to subvert some systems, while upholding others. Finally, in Chapter 6 I 

conclude by reviewing the answers to the research aim and objectives, identifying the study’s limitations, 

and presenting its main contributions and opportunities for future research. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

Waste is a major environmental issue and is an anthropogenic phenomenon, with humans as the 

only species in nature to have produced items that cannot be entirely processed or disposed of (Curran & 

Williams, 2012; Pauli, 1997; Sarkar & Singh, 2015; Zaman, 2016). Many solutions to this problem have 

been proposed, with current waste management strategies centering on disposal through recycling, 

incineration, or burying in landfill (Zaman, 2014). However, it is widely recognized that these 

management strategies are insufficient (Curran & Williams, 2012; Zaman, 2014). It is within this context 

that sustainable lifestyles—like ZW—have emerged. Sustainable lifestyles represent an individualization 

of responsibility wherein people take matters into their own hands and endeavour to reduce their 

household environmental footprint (Bailey, 2015; Jennings, 2019). The ZW lifestyle and other sustainable 

lifestyles have gained increasing attention and popularity in recent years, becoming especially visible on 

social media platforms. Yet, few academic studies have investigated or described its rise. In this chapter, I 

review literature on (1) sustainable lifestyles, of which zero waste lifestyles are a subset; and (2) social 

media as a platform for change. 

2.2 ZW in the Context of Sustainable Lifestyles 

2.2.1 Sustainable Lifestyles as a Social Practice 

Lifestyles “can be understood, at the most basic level, as the assemblage of social practices that 

represent a particular way of life and give substance to an individual’s ongoing narrative of self-identity 

and self-actualisation” (Evans & Abrahamse, 2009, p. 489). Sustainable living, in particular, entails an 

understanding of how our everyday practices impact the environment (U. N. Environment, 2017). Indeed, 

sustainable lifestyles are about rethinking our everyday practices and “altering how we socialize, 

exchange, share, educate and build identities. It means transforming our societies and living in harmony 

with our natural environment” (United Nations Environment Programme & Ministry of the Environment 
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Sweden, 2010, pt. 9). That said, for the purposes of this thesis, references to specific cases or examples of 

sustainable lifestyles should not be regarded as discrete, separate, or exclusive, but rather as complex, 

overlapping, and constantly evolving combinations of behaviours and actions. 

Despite arguments that behavioural changes and sustainable lifestyles are needed to mitigate climate 

change and preserve the environment, there is still much disagreement on what ‘sustainable lifestyles’ 

truly are and how they should be enacted (Axon, 2017; Evans & Abrahamse, 2009; Schanes et al., 2016). 

Scholars indicate that there is no one set of actions to be followed or performed in order to live a 

sustainable or 'green' lifestyle, rather, there are hundreds of different behaviours and actions that 

individuals or households may elect to perform (Barr & Gilg, 2006; Gilg et al., 2005). Indeed, sustainable 

lifestyles are experienced at multiple 'sites of practice', and across various social, spatial, and temporal 

contexts, meaning factors such as one’s culture, religion, physical location, and short and long term goals 

can all contribute to environmental perspectives and willingness to live sustainably (Axon, 2017; Shirani 

et al., 2015). In this sense, environmental behaviours transcend specific, defined categories, and are more 

holistic, with different behaviours and activities overlapping, ebbing, and flowing (Barr & Gilg, 2006; 

Gilg et al., 2005). 

Habitual activities—like recycling and consumption—are important elements of the environmental 

action behaviours that make up sustainable lifestyles (Barr & Gilg, 2006). However, it is important to 

recognize that sustainable lifestyles are comprised of many smaller actions that vary by individual, and 

are never performed perfectly, nor are mutually exclusive (Barr & Gilg, 2006). Shirani et al. (2015) 

recognize the fact that while people practice sustainable lifestyles and behaviours to different extents, the 

fact that an effort is being made is vastly important, as it demonstrates a willingness to change behaviours 

and everyday practices in order to prioritize the welfare of the environment. Furthermore, Schanes et al. 

(2016) identified three aspects of consumer action that influence the effect of a product on the 

environment: acquisition, product use, and end-of-life treatment. How a consumer elects to approach each 

of these aspects will influence the product's effect on the environment and relates to whether consumers 
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view themselves as being sustainable and environmentally conscious (Schanes et al., 2016). Based on this 

understanding, it is clear that sustainable behaviours and lifestyles can vary greatly and are influenced by 

people’s individual choices. Therefore, “rather than having a single model of what a ‘sustainable lifestyle’ 

might entail, there are multiple assemblages of social practices that are, hopefully […] less unsustainable” 

(Evans & Abrahamse, 2009, p. 500), meaning we should understand sustainable lifestyles as complex and 

constantly evolving processes rather than as concrete with specific boundaries. 

2.2.2 Influences Impacting Engagement with Sustainable Lifestyles 

Drawing from the broader literature on sustainable lifestyles, below I review three general categories 

influencing people’s ability and desire to practice sustainable lifestyles. The first two categories—degree 

of knowledge about environmental issues and sustainable behaviours, and identity and subjectivities—are 

both individual and cultural factors. The final category—structural factors—looks at higher level systems 

of oppression, privilege, and power. That said, all three categories of influencing factors do overlap to 

some degree. 

2.2.2.1 Individual and Cultural Factors 

Barrier One: Knowledge about Environmental Issues and Sustainable Behaviours 

The literature has discussed two main ways a lack of knowledge can influence or act as a barrier 

to people practicing sustainable lifestyles. The first is that a lack of knowledge of environmental issues 

prevents people from engaging in sustainable practices, as they do not understand the significance or 

urgency of the issue (Barr & Gilg, 2006; Gifford, 2011; Hobson, 2001). The second is that a lack of 

knowledge of how to reduce one’s individual impact on the environment prevents them from adjusting 

their lifestyles to become more sustainable (Axon, 2017; Gifford, 2011). Gifford (2011) argues that 

limited cognition and a lack of rational thinking is one of the first barriers to environmental action and 

behaviour-change. Ignorance of both what a problem is, and how to address it are noted as major initial 

barriers and can arise from plain unawareness of a topic, or overwhelm and uncertainty caused by 

overexposure to information without knowing how to process or approach it (Gifford, 2011). Hearing 
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about a topic too much can also make an individual numb to it, leading them to overlook or ignore it as 

they go about their daily lives (Gifford, 2011). 

Some have attributed the lack of individual action on environmental issues to an ‘information 

deficit’ wherein individuals practice environmentally unsustainable behaviours purely due to a lack of 

knowledge about environmental issues or the impacts of individual behaviour (Barr & Gilg, 2006; 

Hobson, 2001). Zhang and Chabay (2020) demonstrate the significance of knowledge with their finding 

that the economy will gradually become more sustainable as consumers increase their understanding of 

how their consumption choices impact the environment. This finding was based on the understanding that 

consumers’ behaviours are influenced by a number of forces, including an understanding of the 

environmental impacts of production systems, but did not assess if environmental knowledge on its own 

was enough to shift consumption behaviours (Zhang & Chabay, 2020). In fact, the assertion that a 

knowledge gap is a main cause for environmental inaction has been discredited by some. Barr and Gilg 

(2006) argue that an individual’s personal values and moral position towards the environment are more 

likely to influence their lifestyle choices than their understanding of environmental crises. This is largely 

because information about the environment and sustainable behaviours are now quite widely accessible 

(Barr & Gilg, 2006; Hobson, 2001), so much so that an overload of environmental information can have a 

counterproductive, paralyzing effect, as people become overwhelmed by the ethical implications of their 

actions (Longo et al., 2019). Indeed, it has been said that for many, “uncertainty justifies inaction” (Axon, 

2017, p. 18), indicating that environmental behaviours may be impacted by both a lack and an excess of 

information. Similarly, Lebel (2010) found that while a lack of information led consumers to make 

unsustainable choices, power relations and the interests of corporations play a much more significant role 

than information-deficits in maintaining knowledge-action gaps. 

Conversely, Axon (2017) saw participants in a study on sustainable lifestyles name a lack of 

knowledge on how to live sustainably as the key short-term barrier preventing them from engaging in 

sustainable behaviours. In fact,  
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a lack of knowledge of how to, and why [to], undertake specific sustainable actions was 

suggested as an immediate barrier to sustainable lifestyles as such knowledge was required before 

further lifestyle changes could be made. Consequently, improved knowledge about sustainable 

living provided through information was considered to turn this barrier into an enabler; thus 

increasing the quantity and quality of involvement. (Axon, 2017, p. 16) 

Therefore, we may be able to see a lack of knowledge as an initial, yet potentially minor barrier on the 

path to engagement with sustainable lifestyles. 

Finally, Eden et al. (2008) problematize the idea that a ‘knowledge-fix’ would lead people to act 

or consume more ethically, as there are numerous factors that can influence one’s willingness and ability 

to change consumption patterns. This point is supported by others who argue that a person’s lifestyle and 

consumption choices are impacted by multiple factors outside their control, like product affordability 

(Hall, 2011; Hawkins & Horst, 2020) and accessibility (Chang & Watchravesringkan, 2018). Therefore, 

with the general understanding that information about environmental issues and how to live more 

sustainably is now widely accessible online2, influences on an individual’s willingness and ability to 

practice sustainable lifestyles relate mainly to their identity and subjectivities, as well as the structural 

factors they face. 

Barrier Two: Identity and Subjectivities 

 A person’s identity and subjectivities—influenced by a range of factors including culture, 

religion, physical location, and aspirations—can significantly influence their willingness and desire to 

practice sustainable lifestyles (Axon, 2017; Hobson, 2001; Shirani et al., 2015). However, it is not only 

one’s own perspective that can influence their engagement with certain lifestyles, but also the 

perspectives and support (or lack thereof) received from their immediate community (E. Miller & 

Bentley, 2012). The following will review the influence of personal perceptions on engagement with 

sustainable lifestyles, before moving on to consider the role of community influence. 

 
2 To provide a caveat to this point, not everyone has uninhibited access to the internet and internet-enabled devices, 

meaning access to environmental information is not absolute. Similarly, some countries have state-controlled media 

which may prevent access to certain types of information, and not all are equipped with the skills required to search 

out and process environmental information themselves.  
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To begin, it can be harder to adopt sustainable behaviours if one’s core beliefs conflict with 

information about environmental issues and related methods of adaptation and mitigation (Gifford, 2011). 

For example, if one’s beliefs consciously or unconsciously center upon free-enterprise capitalism, one 

may face cognitive dissonance when adopting behaviours meant to reduce their rate of personal 

consumption (Gifford, 2011). Additionally, people often tend to support whatever system they are in—

like capitalism, colonialism, and neoliberalism to name a few—even if it is not environmentally 

sustainable, and especially if they benefit from the status quo (Feygina et al., 2010) This is largely 

because people are comfortable sticking to what they are already familiar with, despite the fact that belief 

systems are not necessarily dogmatic and can allow people to hold multiple values and perspectives at 

once (Feygina et al., 2010). Axsen et al. (2012) found that pro-environmental perspectives can coexist 

with other—potentially conflicting—aspects of self-concept, indicating that even those who do not carry 

strong environmentalist beliefs can to some extent participate in sustainable lifestyles. 

Those with an attachment to specific landscapes or ecosystems have been found to feel a greater 

responsibility and need to care for their environment (Gifford, 2011; Sangha, 2020). For example, 

Indigenous peoples and communities globally have been recognized for their innate connection to their 

traditional lands, as well as their methods of preserving it (Sangha, 2020). Sangha (2020) discusses how 

many Indigenous communities act as stewards rather than owners of the land, diverging from the 

predominant western ideology of private property. This may be one indicator of why those whose beliefs 

are tied to specific landscapes or environments may be more likely to practice sustainable behaviours, as 

they have a reciprocal relationship with the land and regard it as more than something to be owned or 

extracted from (Sangha, 2020). That said, it is inaccurate to presume that Indigenous connections to 

traditional lands can be mirrored by non-Indigenous persons and groups. Therefore, while the case 

presented by Sangha (2020) acts as an example of how people may feel connected to the land, it cannot be 

generalized. However, Axsen et al. (2012) do posit that lifestyles are tied to a person’s identity and self-

concept, meaning one’s connection to an environment may impact their treatment of it. This supports the 
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aforementioned argument that a value—like environmentalism—held as core to one’s identity may 

influence their engagement with related lifestyles (Barr & Gilg, 2006). 

On to the question of how community perspectives impact people’s ability to adopt sustainable 

lifestyles, some have shown that communities of supportive or like-minded individuals can have a 

significant impact on a person’s ability to maintain a sustainable lifestyle (E. Miller & Bentley, 2012). In 

particular, residents of ecovillages—an alternative housing model focussed on communal and sustainable 

living—have argued that their social networks are a main benefit of their communities, as residing 

alongside those who have a similar purpose allows one to stay motivated and committed to their 

sustainable practices (E. Miller & Bentley, 2012). Indeed, a person’s community was shown to influence 

their decisions and behaviours (Jenson, 2007), meaning community can both make it easier or harder for 

people to explore new practices or lifestyles. 

2.2.2.2 Structural Factors – Systems of Oppression, Privilege, and Power 

Barrier Three: Structural Factors 

Even with the knowledge and will to live sustainably, structural barriers can hinder one’s ability to 

lessen their environmental impact (Gifford, 2011; Stern, 2000). Structural factors are one of the most 

common yet overlooked barriers to practicing sustainable lifestyles, as governments and corporations 

emphasize individual action, while putting off the larger systemic changes that need to be made on their 

ends (Evans & Abrahamse, 2009; Solnit, 2021). Structural factors can be understood as aspects of 

economic, social, and political systems that influence access to resources, amenities, or rights, and that are 

beyond an individual’s control (Gifford, 2011). For example, how an individual’s age, gender, or 

ethnicity situates them differently within society can impact how they experience certain structural 

barriers. A concrete example of a structural factor impeding waste reduction is the fact that certain areas 

do not have access to municipal composting (Wakefield & Axon, 2020).  
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A more abstract example of a structural factor that limits or determines one’s ability to adopt 

sustainable lifestyles is the feminisation of the domestic responsibilities typically associated with ZW and 

other related lifestyles (Wilde & Parry, 2022). Parker and Morrow (2017) and Wilde and Parry (2022) 

respectively discuss the lifestyle movements of homesteading and ZW, which share a number of similar 

practices. Both identify how these sustainable ways of living amplify the number of domestic tasks 

women are typically expected to perform, and explain that only those already privileged in the amount of 

time and money they have are fully able to adopt such practices (Parker & Morrow, 2017; Wilde & Parry, 

2022). Food waste is one of many examples of domestic waste management tasks whose burdens 

generally fall on women (Fraser & Parizeau, 2018). Indeed, Fraser and Parizeau (2018) performed a study 

on food waste which found that “female participants produced and reproduced gender ideologies in the 

everyday work of feeding themselves and their families (and in the attendant waste production that is 

inherent to this foodwork)” (p. 60).  

In addition to gender, race is another factor that can limit a person’s ability to adopt sustainable 

practices or take part in environmental movements. This is because (1) racialized areas and 

neighborhoods have been subject to historic processes of uneven development, leading them to have less 

access to green spaces, public transit, and even garbage pick-up, while also facing greater exposure to 

environmental hazards (Finney, 2014; Teelucksingh, 2018); and (2) of “the white, middle-class nature of 

some environmentalisms” (Gibson-Wood & Wakefield, 2013, p. 641). Indeed, environmental narratives 

in North America represent both environmentalism and the outdoors as white spaces, where racialized 

voices or alternative ways of knowing are overlooked or excluded (Finney, 2014; Gibson-Wood & 

Wakefield, 2013; Teelucksingh, 2018). This means that racialized individuals or groups are often barred 

from participating in environmental movements, both due to the racially discriminatory structure of such 

movements, and the perception that racialized peoples do not have much of a ‘connection’ to nature 

(Gibson-Wood & Wakefield, 2013). Additionally, Gibson-Wood and Wakefield (2013) argue that beyond 

the relationship between whiteness and environmentalism, environmental movements exclude racialized 
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peoples by creating inflexible images of what environmentalism is. People are then looked down upon 

and excluded if they view or practice environmentalism in a non-stereotypical manner (Gibson-Wood & 

Wakefield, 2013). For example, in the case of ZW, this may include looking down upon those who do not 

compost or recycle, even if such services are not offered in their areas of residence. 

Additionally, convenience, affordability, and time have all been recognized as medium-term barriers 

hindering people’s abilities to practice sustainable lifestyles, as many feel that sustainable behaviours 

require extra effort, are more expensive, and are more time-intensive than their unsustainable counterparts 

(Axon, 2017). Indeed, because sustainable alternatives generally require people to go out of their way and 

are more costly, many have said that sustainable behaviours are incompatible with their lifestyles (Axon, 

2017). In the long run, even individuals who overcome medium-term barriers—like convenience and 

affordability—find themselves grappling with their inability to change structures that prevent sustainable 

living from being accessible to all (Axon, 2017).  

Another example of how structural changes must be made in order to enable individuals to live more 

sustainably comes from a study by Allen et al. (2019) which indicated that certain actions must be made 

at national or regional scales if households are to be able to reduce their individual impacts. The key 

national/regional changes noted by the authors included a move away from fossil fuels, and towards 

cleaner power forms, actions that are both clearly more structural than individual (Allen et al., 2019). This 

lesson may be applied on other scales as well. For example, Axon (2017) found that measures to make 

sustainable products more affordable directly enabled individuals’ abilities to practice certain aspects of 

sustainable living. Similarly, Jackson (2011) argues that an ecological tax reform which would make 

sustainable products more affordable and unsustainable products more expensive could be an invaluable 

structural change to enable sustainable living. However, as individuals wait for broader structural changes 

to come into place, Axon (2017) encourages the interim idea of a 'what works' approach to sustainable 

lifestyles in order to make them more realistic and practical, allowing people to feel less pressure or stress 

in adopting them when the system is not in their favour. 
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While a number of categories of barriers have been discussed here, it is important to recognize that 

they will be experienced to varying degrees by different populations. Additionally, Gifford (2011) posits 

that those who face the most barriers will likely be the least able to act, making intersectionality and 

diversity particularly important aspects to consider when discussing the accessibility of sustainable 

lifestyles. I will address these ideas further in this chapter’s discussion. 

2.2.3 Zero Waste, a Sustainable Lifestyle 

Few publications have focussed on ZW lifestyles, but those that do provide valuable insights that help 

establish the background for my research (Pedersen, 2017; Spiteri, 2021; Wilde & Parry, 2022). Spiteri 

(2021) argues that ZW online communities—specifically those on Instagram—offer a space in which 

practitioners of the lifestyle may share how they practice ZW at home, while also engaging with others 

invested in reducing their personal production of waste. She also qualifies ZW as a lifestyle movement, as 

it encourages individual actions as a means of fostering social change (Spiteri, 2021). However, Spiteri 

(2021) also notes that ZW is a ‘wing’ of the larger social movement against climate change. A key 

contribution of Spiteri’s (2021) study and something that is drawn on extensively in this thesis is her 

framework categorizing ZW activities. This framework was based on a thematic analysis of 2,000 

comments from 5 different ZW communities (ZW content creator Instagram accounts) and is comprised 

of seven main ‘themes’ (categories of action), with a number of ‘subthemes’ (types/examples of action) 

that fit within each and (Spiteri, 2021). The seven categories include: (1) avoiding environmental hazards; 

(2) buying behaviour; (3) dealing with social context; (4) dealing with ZW misconceptions; (5) household 

and personal care; (6) waste hierarchy; and (7) ZW swaps (Spiteri, 2021). These themes will be explored 

in the context of my study in section 3.4.3 and Chapter 4.  

Pedersen (2017) explored the case of ZW communities on Facebook and Instagram in Denmark, 

finding that members use social media to share their experiences of ZW living and practicing ‘mundane’ 

daily tasks; connect with others practicing the lifestyle; and find motivation to continue engaging in the 

lifestyle as a form of both individual and collective climate action. Finally, Wilde and Parry (2022) talk 
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about ZW in a different light, arguing that as ZW practices are mostly domestic, the lifestyle and 

movement “[transform] public environmental issues such as toxic pollution, soil contamination, and 

plastic litter into private, feminized concerns” (Wilde & Parry, 2022, p. 529).  

Both Spiteri (2021) and Pedersen (2017) begin to identify the potential positive role of ZW online 

communities and common ZW practices in addressing the environmental issue of waste, while Wilde and 

Parry (2022) critically examine the problematic gendered dimensions of ZW living. Yet, as Spiteri (2021) 

states, further work is needed to explore how the themes and subthemes identified in her framework are 

“affected by social, demographic, and geographic factors” (p.263), and how the privilege and lack of 

diversity associated with the ZW lifestyle and movement may affect its ability to be taken up by various 

populations. This provides a solid framework for this research to build upon and presents an opportunity 

to further explore ZW’s growth and meaning, as well as the barriers people face to practicing it.  

2.3 Digital Platforms 

This section reviews literature about digital platforms, discussing (1) the powerful impact of 

social media in popularizing and strengthening social movements, and (2) clicktivism and other critiques 

of social media, and (3) the role of glitch politics in disrupting problematic hegemonic systems, like 

capitalism and colonialism. 

2.3.1 Social Media Activism and Environmentalism  

Social media platforms like Facebook, Instagram and Twitter have been recognized as being of 

particular importance for forming the collective identity of campaigns and advocacy groups (Gerbaudo & 

Treré, 2015). Through these platforms, activists are able to come together to recognize common goals and 

motivations, to recruit others, and to plan to mobilize (Gerbaudo & Treré, 2015). Social media is also 

recognized as a valuable tool for everyday activists—people who act in accordance with a movement or 

ideology in their daily lives but whose actions are not necessarily coordinated with those of others 

(Mansbridge, 2013)—to express their opinions and influence the social responsibility actions of 
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corporations (Kampf, 2018). Social media activism has such significance that it has even been recognized 

as being able to influence stock markets and corporate behaviours (Gomez‐Carrasco & Michelon, 2017). 

Further,  

digital communications technologies, and social media in particular, have been lauded for their 

potential to promote activism and social change through ‘raising awareness’ of injustices, their 

ability to motivate people into political action, and the facility to organize and coordinate that 

action for maximum effect. (V. Miller, 2017, p. 251)  

Social media activism as depicted above has been used in environmental movements like the 

School Strike 4 Climate and the Global Climate Strike (Boulianne et al., 2020). These movements built 

off the social media techniques of other movements in order to promote awareness and organize events 

(Boulianne et al., 2020). While social media itself is not the direct cause for mobilization, it provides an 

optimal platform upon which campaigns and social movements can arise (Boulianne et al., 2020; Cody et 

al., 2015). Indeed, it is recognized for connecting “local action to global processes” (Boulianne et al., 

2020, p. 209) in a way that current institutions and policies are not necessarily equipped to do. Social 

media is seen as an asset in movements against climate change and other environmental issues (Narula et 

al., 2019), as it marks a new era of information sharing, where the voices and perspectives of many may 

be heard, in contrast to the previous eras where only the voices, perspectives, and biases of a select few 

were shared widely (Cody et al., 2015). 

2.3.2 Influencers and Consumers: The Materialism of Social Media 

 Social media, however, is not only used for the sharing of information about social movements 

and current events, but also for the promotion of brands and their products. This is an important point to 

consider, as while I use this research to explore the role of content creators (a.k.a. social media 

influencers, or SMIs) in promoting ZW and its tenet of conscious consumption, I cannot overlook their 

role in promoting consumption as well. Indeed, scholarly studies on SMIs typically hail from the 

disciplines of business and advertising, both of which have robust sets of literature discussing the 

significance of influencer marketing for promoting and selling products (Campbell & Farrell, 2020; 

Haenlein et al., 2020; Koay et al., 2021; Lee, 2022; Martínez-López et al., 2020; Trivedi & Sama, 2020; 
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Wielki, 2020; Zhou et al., 2021). Instagram in particular is noted by marketers as their favoured platform 

for influencer marketing, having SMIs who specialize in countless topics, from fashion to fitness to travel 

(Feldman, 2019; Lee, 2022). That said, influencer marketing is increasingly popular and powerful not 

only because SMIs are opinion leaders and trendsetters, but also because they are seen by followers (a.k.a. 

consumers) as reliable, authentic, and trustworthy sources for brand information (Johnstone & Lindh, 

2018; Lee, 2022). However, because they are seen as sources for brand information, SMIs are frequently 

recognized as contributing to consumerism and materialism (Koay et al., 2021; Lee, 2022). Indeed, SMIs 

are seen to establish ‘truth discourses’ about how people should live and be (Goodman & Jaworska, 

2020), impacting both what people consume, and how they navigate the world (Johnstone & Lindh, 2018; 

Lee, 2022). Yet, the impact SMIs have on consumers is not only about increasing consumption and 

selling products. Rather, SMIs can also influence a consumer’s awareness of social issues and the 

intentions behind their purchasing practices. This was shown by Johnstone and Lindh (2018) who found 

that SMIs who promoted ethical and sustainable consumption normalized sustainable values for their 

consumers, leading them to become more aware of the implications of their consumption. Indeed, while 

SMIs are often noted as promoting consumption, they are not necessarily indiscriminate in the products or 

consumption practices they promote, and are equally capable of making consumers critical of a product as 

they are of convincing them to buy it.  

 Given the fact that the above-mentioned articles on social media influencing refer to influencers 

as SMIs, a brief word is warranted on the use of the alternative term ‘content creator’ in this thesis. 

Research on influencer marketing is typically centered upon the abilities of social media personalities to 

market and sell items (Wielki, 2020), and largely overlooks their potential to share information about 

other—non-materialistic—causes. This research, however, looks at the role of social media personalities 

in a different light, interrogating not only how they sell certain products, but also how they educate 

audiences and promote conscious and intentional lifestyles, like that of ZW. Therefore, the term ‘content 
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creator’ is used throughout this thesis, as it is the preferred term of the interview participants, and 

endeavours to push beyond the marketing implications of the term ‘influencer’.  

2.3.3 Clicktivism and Other Critiques of Social Media Activism 

Despite examples like School Strike 4 Climate demonstrating the significance of social media as 

a tool for activism, it has also been argued that the presence of phatic communication—used for social 

connection rather than for the sharing of information—on social media has actually led to a stagnation of 

the activist potential of digital platforms (V. Miller, 2017). This is because individuals become more 

focussed on expressing solidarity than on critically engaging with difficult topics in order to push for 

legitimate, innovative, and structural change (V. Miller, 2017). Further, social media has been recognized 

as a space where people can make token displays of support for various causes without much effort or 

continued commitment (Nayar, 2018; White & Kristofferson, 2018). These token displays have been 

labeled ‘slacktivism’ and ‘clicktivism’ and have been critiqued for allowing performative actions to 

replace on-the-ground forms of activism like protesting (Nayar, 2018; White & Kristofferson, 2018). 

However, Kwak et al. (2018) did find that online political expression led to offline political participation 

in some scenarios, meaning slacktivism and clicktivism are not necessarily replacing offline activism. 

Indeed, Halupka (2014) characterizes clicktivism as a distinct and “legitimate political act” which allows 

for wider and easier participation in social movements. 

Converse to arguments in support of slacktivism and clicktivism, Kristofferson et al. (2014) 

demonstrate how online token actions that are high in social observability (a.k.a. public) are less likely to 

elicit continued support for a cause, in comparison to those that are low in social observability (a.k.a. 

private). This is suspected to be because actions made to be observed have more to do with performance 

and public perception than with one’s values or legitimate support for a cause (Kristofferson et al., 2014). 

In the context of social justice, some argue that social media content creators engage in token acts and 

performative allyship in order to maintain the support of their followers, but rarely follow through with 

their pledges to support social movements (Seven, 2022; Wellman, 2022). 
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Beyond the realms of performative allyship and activism, Peng (2019) indicates how a person can 

curate and mediate any facet of their self-presentation on social media. Social media platforms have been 

recognized for their association with perfectionism (Harren et al., 2021), which can lead individuals to 

strategically curate their posts in order to present themselves in what they perceive to be ideal ways 

(Peng, 2019). Even recent trends of being more ‘casual’ and ‘authentic’ on social media sites like 

Instagram have been critiqued as “exacerbating the performance” (Michie, 2022, para. 7), as people have 

to stage their aesthetic yet spontaneous moments of ‘imperfection.’ Indeed, ideas of perfectionism on 

social media largely revolve around aesthetics, as a ‘perfect’ feed must be beautifully curated (Michie, 

2022). Perfectionism on social media has been widely noted as harmful, as adolescents in particular begin 

to internalize commonly portrayed professional, social, sexual, and romantic ideals (de Lenne et al., 

2020). Additionally, some are now regarding digital perfectionism as a new form of mental disorder 

(Sedera & Lokuge, 2020). 

Another critique of digital platforms is that while they may encourage social change, they can 

also often reproduce inequalities, as algorithms inadvertently and problematically reproduce harmful 

stereotypes or politics (Elwood & Leszczynski, 2018). Examples of this include how fake news can be 

prioritized on social media feeds, as algorithms are designed to promote content that catches the eye, 

without deciphering between that which is true or false (Agustin, 2021; Fournier, 2021); or how online 

maps can direct people away from low-income or marginalized communities as they are stereotypically 

regarded as being less safe (Elwood & Leszczynski, 2018). With this critique comes the demand to 

decolonize digitality and to have a heightened awareness of the potential inequities of online and digital 

spaces (Elwood & Leszczynski, 2018). However, ‘glitches’ on digital platforms may very well provide an 

ideal space for subverting problematic norms and systems (Russell, 2012). 

2.3.4 Glitch Politics 

In a capitalist, colonial, digital system that values structure and perfection, glitches—or moments 

of disruption—are often viewed as unexpected and problematic errors. However, as theorized by Legacy 
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Russell (2012), glitches can provide a unique opportunity for change and subversion. Indeed, glitch 

feminism (also referred to as glitch politics):  

embraces the causality of ‘error’, and turns the gloomy implication of glitch on its ear by 

acknowledging that an error in a social system that has already been disturbed by economic, 

racial, social, sexual, and cultural stratification and the imperialist wrecking-ball of 

globalization—processes that continue to enact violence on all bodies—may not, in fact, be an 

error at all, but rather a much needed erratum. (Russell, 2012, p. n.p.)  

In this sense, glitches can be understood as productive openings allowing online actions to impact realms 

beyond the digital (Russell, 2013). Elwood (2021) explains how glitches provide an opportunity for 

‘thriving otherwise,’ based on Black, Indigenous, Latinx, and queer studies theorizations of otherwise as 

“thought and action that persist in the face of multifaceted structural, epistemological, and material 

violence and [that] are always already writing possibilities of other worlds and relations” (p. 210). Social 

media then provides the opportunity for glitches to arise, as people come together using digital tools, with 

the intention of initiating a positive departure from predominant and problematic systems (Leszczynski, 

2020). Glitch politics mean that even ordinary individuals have access to the tools needed “to express 

political capacity through everyday digital interactions and practices outside the bounds of acts of 

collective resistance which presuppose and necessitate forms of social, political, and often economic 

capital to which many do not have access” (Leszczynski, 2020, p. 201). 

2.4 Conclusion  

In this chapter, I have reviewed the broader literature on sustainable lifestyles and the factors 

influencing a person’s ability to adopt sustainable practices, situated ZW as a type of sustainable lifestyle, 

and discussed the role of social media in lifestyle and social movements. The information reviewed on 

how people define sustainable lifestyles, and the factors influencing their adoption of such lifestyles will 

be significant both in my analysis of how participants view and experience ZW, as well as in my 

discussion of factor preventing people from engaging with ZW in Chapter 4. The information on social 

media movements, clicktivism, and glitch politics will then be crucial in the discussion section of Chapter 

5, where I consider where ZW falls on the spectrum of movements that take place on social media. 
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Chapter 3: Methods 

3.1 Research Approach 

 In order to meet the outlined aim and objectives of this thesis, this research took a qualitative 

mixed methods approach to gather and analyze both visual and textual information about ZW lifestyles as 

portrayed on Instagram. The research included two main stages, with five phases in total, and is outlined 

in Figure 2. Each stage corresponds to at least one of the research objectives. The following sub-sections 

describe these phases and the methods of data collection and analysis. 

Figure 2: Research Stages and Phases 

 

3.2 Stage 1, Phase 1: Discourse Analysis of ZW on Instagram 

 The first research stage for this study included a broad review of Instagram pages discussing ZW 

living in order to identify popular figures, trends, and themes in sustainable living spaces, and to 

foreground decisions made for the Instagram analysis and eventual recruitment of participants. Within 

this stage also came the decision to focus this research on Instagram, rather than any other social media 

platform. This decision is justified below. 
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3.2.1 Why Instagram? 

Social media platforms of all types have become instrumental aspects of society over the course of 

the past decade, impacting how we communicate, perceive one another, create trends, and even mobilize 

for change (Gerbaudo & Treré, 2015). While ZW living is a topic represented on various social media 

sites ranging from YouTube, to Instagram, Pinterest, and TikTok, Instagram was chosen as the focus for 

this study for two key reasons: 

1. It centers photos as a means of communication, making it well suited to provide appropriate 

content for use in the photo-elicitation interviews and surveys.3 

2. Based on an environmental scan, Instagram appears to be the main social media hub for 

promoting ZW. A number of ZW content creators are present on other platforms, but Instagram is 

the platform in which the majority appear to be consistently active (Spiteri, 2021). 

Instagram launched on October 6th, 2010 (Blystone, 2020) and is currently ranked the fourth most 

popular social media site in the world, with 1.44 billion active users as of April 2022 (Most Popular 

Social Media Platforms in 2022, n.d.). As a prominent platform, Instagram has also been instrumental in 

making photos a central aspect of social media content across platforms and has also influenced other 

sites to center images and videos (Boling, 2020). Further, it has been argued “that the real power of 

Instagram lies in the user’s ability to network with each other” (Olszanowski, 2015, cited by Boling, 

2020, p. 969), as Instagram images gain greater meaning and significance when read in relation to one 

another. Boling (2020) argues that hashtags act as the anchor for Instagram networks, while memes (ideas 

often portrayed by combining images with text) produce discourses. In other words, hashtags often serve 

to provide the context for a conversation (e.g. #zerowaste), while memes/images facilitate knowledge 

production (e.g. a post explaining how to get package free groceries). By looking at networks of hashtags 

 
3 Since the start of this research Instagram has announced that they are no longer a photo-sharing platform, but a 

video-sharing platform (Bonifacic, 2021). That said, while this change impacts the type of content that the Instagram 

algorithm prioritizes, it does not mean that photos are no longer shared on the platform, nor does it mean that 

content creators have all shifted to exclusively make video content 
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and memes about ZW lifestyles, I was able to see how ZW content creators employ various techniques to 

educate and engage with their audiences, promoting ZW living. 

3.2.2 Instagram Discourse Analysis  

 The following details the methods used for the Instagram Analysis of the top five ZW content 

creators in North America. 

3.2.2.1 Description of Discourse Analysis 

Discourses are the sets of ideas, norms, and meanings established by human communication and texts 

of various sorts (Berg, 2009). They govern knowledge production within any given culture or society and 

simultaneously reinforce and are produced by those in power (Berg, 2009; Phillips & Hardy, 2002). 

Knowledge and culture are both reflected in and constituted by discourse, making it a crucial element to 

analyze when studying social phenomena (Berg, 2009). Berg (2009) and Rose (2007) break down several 

crucial aspects that discourse analysts must consider. These include the need to: practice self-reflexivity; 

immerse oneself in the discourse; identify ‘regimes of truth’; identify inconsistencies; identify that which 

is missing; and be cognizant of social contexts (Berg, 2009, pp. 219–220; Rose, 2007). Each of these 

aspects were considered throughout the discourse analysis process for this project, with particular effort 

being made to be conscious of personal pre-existing perceptions and understandings of the ZW 

movement, and to recognize the regimes of truth, (under)represented voices, and social context associated 

with ZW living spaces on Instagram. Further, the fact that all knowledge is mediated and based on 

interpretations makes self-reflexivity of particular importance (Phillips & Hardy, 2002). Therefore, while 

this research endeavoured to interrogate discourse and knowledge production about ZW lifestyles, it also 

serves to create knowledge about the lifestyle and can both reinforce and challenge existing discourses.  

Discourse is not only written or verbal, but also visual. Visual elements are often central to our lives 

and means of communication, as is argued by Rose (2007) who asserts that modernity is ocularcentric and 

prioritizes vision over the other senses. Indeed, ocularcentrism is evident now more than ever, as the 

majority of social media platforms emphasize images or videos as a core element of communication 
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(Boling, 2020). So, this discourse analysis looked not only at written words, but at images, captions, 

comments, and ‘likes’ in relation to one another to gain an understanding of how knowledge about ZW 

living is produced, portrayed, and consumed. Looking at each of these aspects in relation to one another 

was key, as each post gained meaning and became a more significant unit of analysis through its 

connection to the other elements around it (Phillips & Hardy, 2002; Rose, 2007). That said, while 

elements like comments and ‘likes’ provided me an understanding of the context of each post, due to 

space constraints they were only used in the findings of Chapter 5 in order to demonstrate how both 

content creators and their followers experience (im)perfection with ZW. 

3.2.2.2 Data Selection and Collection 

Various selection criteria were considered for this discourse analysis to ensure that the data being 

collected and analysed were relevant to the research objectives. This analysis was designed primarily to 

address objectives A and D, both of which are meant to help in establishing a clearer definition of ZW, 

along with its common practices and barriers. In accordance with this, the discourse analysis was intended 

to allow me to observe the types of posts ZW content creators commonly make, analyze levels of 

audience engagement in the form of likes and comments, and identify trends around the topic of ZW 

living. The sample for this analysis was drawn from the top five most popular North American ZW 

content creators on Instagram, as assessed based on number of followers. The decision to focus only on 

ZW content creators from North America is justified in section 3.3. 

 Ten posts were collected from each of the top five content creators’ Instagram pages. Posts were 

selected for recency, rather than popularity in order to get a broader impression of the types of content 

each content creator shares (e.g. infographics, personal pictures, reels) and to avoid getting a repetitive 

sample, in case a content creator’s most popular or ‘liked’ posts tended to discuss a narrower range of 

topics or were examples of only one of their types of content. However, only every second post was 

selected in order to include content from a wider range of time. 
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3.2.2.3 Data Analysis 

All collected posts and their details were uploaded to an NVivo project so that the codes from 

each content creator’s posts could be easily compared to see which topics and ZW activities were most 

commonly discussed across the board. I coded both the images and text from each post at the same time, 

performing one first round of coding, followed by two rounds of code mapping, and one final round of 

coding. This made it so that I had the chance to recognize themes in the images and texts, organize them, 

then cross reference said themes across posts to make sure nothing had been overlooked. In terms of the 

images, I made sure to look for both their metonymic (literal) and metaphorical (symbolic) meanings as 

recommended by Stepchenkova and Zhan (2013) and Byrne et al. (2022), to make sure I was not any 

significant underlying meanings or messages. That said, because the images used were drawn from social 

media, they sometimes appeared to have more of an aesthetic purpose and did not consistently portray a 

clear message or relate to their associated captions and comments. Because of this, the images did not 

provide as complex themes and codes as the texts did, and hence did not feature as heavily in this study’s 

findings.  

 In the first round of coding, I sifted through the data looking for information about ZW practices 

and barriers, as related to objectives A and D. Although I was specifically looking for information related 

to said objectives, this was an inductive coding process. The emergent codes were grouped broadly as 

individual, community, or structural level practices. The first round of coding turned up 101 codes in 

total, with 50 of those being broader categories (parent codes) and 51 being more specific points or 

subcategories (child codes). Three broad realms of activities began to emerge from these codes, as the 

majority appeared to be either individual, community, or structural level actions/practices. These realms 

were refined further during the organizational code mapping stages.  

 After completing the first round of coding, I used the code organization technique referred to by 

Saldana (2013) as code mapping. Code mapping is a process wherein a researcher goes through multiple 

iterations of categorizing and refining codes in order to draw out themes and concepts more clearly 
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(Saldaña, 2013). I went through three rounds of code mapping in order to narrow things down and create 

clean categories. In the end, all codes were grouped by scale of action, based on whether they were meant 

to effect change at the household/individual, community/local, or political/structural levels. The vast 

majority of categories were coded into the household/individual scale.  

 At this time, I came across Spiteri’s (2021) model identifying seven categories of ZW activities 

and felt that it overlapped significantly with the types of actions I was trying to categorize. I compared 

Spiteri’s (2021) table of ZW activities alongside the categories from my third iteration of code mapping in 

order to see where the two could fit together, and to see if any gaps would appear. From Spiteri’s (2021) 7 

categories (1. Avoiding environmental hazards, 2. buying behaviour, 3. Dealing with social context, 4. 

Dealing with ZW misconceptions, 5. Household and personal care, 6. Waste hierarchy, and 7. ZW 

swaps), I found that five overlapped with categories I had identified, and that two (dealing with social 

context and dealing with ZW misconceptions) did not come up in the discourse analysis as activities that 

people interested in living ZW lifestyle engaged with, but rather as barriers that they faced. That said, the 

topics of dealing with social context and ZW misconceptions did arise to some extent in the interviews. 

The one category that I had identified in my analysis that had not been identified by Spiteri (2021) was 

the spiritual, as many of the posts I had analyzed discussed the importance of connecting with nature in 

order to maintain an enduring dedication to sustainable and ZW living. Upon completing my adapted 

version of Spiteri’s (2021) framework, I did one round of second cycle coding to ensure that all posts had 

been coded into the correct categories and that no additional themes or concepts emerged. The findings 

from this analysis are outlined in more detail in Chapter 4, where they are instrumental in filling out Table 

3’s categorization of ZW practices. In addition to this, these findings are also used to supplement my 

discussion of ZW and imperfection in Chapter 5. 
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3.3 Stage 1, Phase 2: Interview Participant Selection 

Participant selection is an instrumental aspect of qualitative research, as it shapes findings by 

determining where information comes from and what perspectives are included (Reybold et al., 2013). 

This is something I thought critically about as I created the following selection criteria. 

Selection Criterion 1: Interview participants must be ZW content creators with a presence on 

Instagram. This selection criteria was the most fundamental, as the interviews were designed to address 

Objective B, to examine how ZW content creators use digital platforms to educate audiences and promote 

the lifestyle, meaning only ZW content creators would be able to provide the necessary information. 

Some difficulty arose in trying to determine what qualifies someone as a ‘ZW content creator,’ as the 

perception of ZW on Instagram has changed immensely in recent years and months—as will be discussed 

more in Chapter 4. Based on the multidisciplinary nature of many Instagram pages discussing ZW, this 

study defined a ZW content creator loosely as someone who promotes zero or low waste practices on 

Instagram on a near-to-daily-basis, and who receives substantial engagement from followers. An 

explanation of what this study considered to be ‘substantial engagement’ is outlined in selection criterion 

3.  

Selection Criterion 2: Interview participants must be based in North America. This criterion was 

made to moderate sample size, as the scope of this study was not large enough to perform a global 

analysis of ZW lifestyles. The fact that North America is predominantly English also helped in the 

making of this decision, as that was the language of this study. 

Selection Criterion 3: Interview participants must have over 1,000 Instagram followers. I had 

initially made the decision to only interview content creators with over 20,000 followers, as upon first 

sight that seemed to provide us with a plentiful number of Zero Waste content creators to choose from. 

However, during the initial environmental scan I realized that the majority of ZW content creators with 

over 20,000 followers were white women. This meant that if I were to keep the 20,000 follower selection 
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criterion the participants would be representative of only a very small portion of society. However, I saw 

that there were many more ZW content creators who were BIPOC and/or men who had around 5,000 to 

18,000 followers. Therefore, I decided to reduce the minimum follower criterion to 1,000 Instagram 

followers, as that provided me with a much more diverse sample of potential participants. I made this 

decision in an endeavour to avoid amplifying some voices while overlooking others.  

To first find the pool of participants who fit the selection criteria outlined above, I performed the 

environmental scan of Instagram accounts discussing ZW and noted down the name, Instagram username, 

Instagram follower count, country of residence, and self-identified gender and ethnicity for each person 

that met the criteria. Areas where the content creators did not explicitly share such identifying information 

were left blank to avoid making assumptions about their identity. After recording information about the 

first few ZW accounts I had found based on pre-existing knowledge of the ZW movement, I continued to 

look for more ZW content creators by using Instagram’s feature that suggests accounts related to those 

which one is currently viewing. I went through the accounts that Instagram suggested from each ZW 

content creator’s page and continued this process until I was only being suggested accounts that I had 

already looked at. At this point, I had collected the information of 37 ZW content creators who fit into the 

selection criteria. This process, however, was not without error, as I have become aware of a few 

additional low waste Instagram accounts since concluding the interviews. Those who opted to use the 

terms ‘low waste’, ‘eco-friendly’, or ‘low impact’ were also included in the sample with the 

understanding that those terms are complimentary if not interchangeable with ZW. I then contacted all 37 

ZW content creators on the list of potential participants, and received responses from 17, 6 of whom 

ended up participating. A summary of the participating content creators is provided in section 4.1.1. 

3.4 Stage 1, Phase 3: Pre-Interview Discourse Analysis  

 3.4.1 Data Selection and Collection 

 An additional discourse analysis was also performed to prepare for the interviews and familiarize 

myself with each participating ZW content creator’s work before engaging in conversation with them. 
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This discourse analysis took a similar form to that performed on the accounts of the top five North 

American ZW content creators, in that it also analyzed Instagram posts about ZW. However, the sample 

for this analysis was drawn from the six participating content creators. Some overlap occurred between 

the content creators included in each of the discourse analyses, as Anne-Marie (@zerowastechef) 

appeared in both categories. However, not all of the posts analyzed from Anne-Marie were the same. In 

addition to familiarizing myself with the work of the participating content creators, this discourse analysis 

was also meant to provide supplementary information for each of the research objectives, gathering 

information about common ZW practices (O.A), means of education and promotion (O.B), audience 

engagement (O.C), and barriers to practicing the lifestyle (O.D). 

 Ten posts were collected from each of the participating content creator’s Instagram pages. As 

with the former discourse analysis, posts were selected for recency, rather than popularity. However, in 

this case, posts were not collected on an alternating basis, as the goal was to gain an understanding of 

their recent daily work, rather than their long term content, as that would be covered more in the 

interviews. The method for data collection for this analysis was the same as that used for the previous 

discourse analysis. See section 3.4.2 for further details.  

3.4.2 Data Analysis 

 In total, 60 posts were collected for the pre-interview discourse analysis, 10 from each 

participating ZW content creator. I began by open coding the posts (once again looking at details in both 

the post’s image(s) and caption) in NVivo and labelling emergent themes, and ended up doing 2 rounds of 

open coding for each set before systemically returning to each post to organize the codes and make sure 

nothing was missed. The goal of this discourse analysis was to give me a basic understanding of each 

content creator’s work, so that I would be familiar with it for the interview and could tweak questions to 

make them more relevant if needed. This analysis provided me with a background understanding of each 

content creator’s work and allowed me to connect with them about things they had recently shared, or 

how their content had evolved in recent times. However, the findings from this method were only used to 
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supplement Table 3 in Chapter 4, which categorized ZW practices. This is due both to space constraints 

and the fact that much of the information from this method was explained in better detail in the 

interviews.  

3.5 Stage 2, Phase 1: Photo-Elicitation Interviews 

The first stage of the second research phase used semi-structured photo elicitation interviews with 

the selected ZW content creators to pursue Objective B: to examine how ZW content creators use digital 

platforms to educate their audiences and promote ZW lifestyles. The intention of these interviews was to 

gather information on each content creator’s perspectives on the ZW movement; engagement and 

relationship with their followers; and perceptions about what the effects of such engagement may be. 

Each interview lasted approximately one hour and discussed the three Instagram posts that each 

participating content creator had been asked to select from their own Instagram profiles. 

3.5.1 Description of Photo-Elicitation 

Photo elicitation was first introduced by John Collier in 1957, who found that the inclusion of 

photographs in interviews led to deeper, more precise discussions, and prevented participants from 

digressing from the topic of conversation or getting fatigued (Collier, 1957; Harper, 2002). Since photo 

elicitation’s introduction, certain researchers have been adamant about the ability of photos to draw out a 

different types of information from participants than solely verbal interviews do, and to sharpen their 

memories and ability to reflect (Harper, 2002; Latham, 2003; Laws et al., 2018; Van Auken et al., 2010). 

Despite the many positives of photo elicitation, it is not always better than solely verbal 

interviews, as photographs have the potential to be “vitally useful at one point of an interview, and 

impeding at another” (Collier, 1957, p. 858). Hence, photos must be selected with great consideration and 

be employed skillfully throughout the interview to help conversation along rather than forcing it or 

maintaining too strict a structure (Collier, 1957; Harper, 2002). Van Auken et al. (2010) argue in favour 

of participant-driven photo elicitation, as it combats the selection of irrelevant photos and upends power 
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dynamics between researchers and participants, allowing for the production of ‘thicker’ data. Based on 

this reasoning, the ZW content creators participating in the interviews were asked to select three of their 

Instagram posts to discuss in the interview. Their selection of photos was also a topic of discussion, as I 

had already gained an overarching understanding of their content through performing the pre-interview 

discourse analysis and wanted to know their reasoning behind choosing each post included in our 

discussion. 

It is also worth noting that academic literature discussing photo elicitation as a research method 

has not extensively discussed the use of social media posts as a type of image used in photo-elicitation 

interviews. However, Laws et al. (2018) have noted how a photo’s significance changes to some extent 

once embedded in social media. This is because photos for social media are typically staged with the 

intention of being shared publicly, and because they are often meant to elicit a reaction or express a 

message, unlike photos taken for personal use that are typically meant to capture memories. Additionally, 

they also describe a technique “called auto-driven photo elicitation or Photovoice, in which the participant 

is asked to produce a photograph and images of their own as a way to elicit discussion and reveal greater 

ideas of meaning within an interview" (Laws et al., 2018, p. 289). Based on this description, the social 

media posts used as photos in the interviews could also be regarded as Photovoice, as they were images 

and captions produced by the participant in order to promote or discuss specific aspects of ZW living. The 

difference in this study is that the posts/photos used were not created intentionally for the purpose of the 

interviews, but rather that the interviews interrogated the meanings associated with the creation and 

reception of each post on the digital platform of Instagram. 

3.5.2 Interview Procedures 

Six ZW content creators participated in this research and were interviewed between the months of 

August and November 2021. Prior to the interviews, each participant was provided with an information 

sheet about the study and a consent form in accordance with ethical guidelines (Appendix A). The 

consent form indicated that the identity of interview participants would not be kept anonymous, and 
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included photo-selection guidelines requesting that the participating content creators select three of their 

original Instagram posts to discuss in the photo-elicitation portions of the interviews. Interviews lasted 

approximately 60 minutes each and were recorded, then transcribed. Transcripts were then sent to the 

participants for editing and confirmation before they were analyzed. Only information left in the edited 

transcripts was used in this study. Brief descriptions of each interview participant along with the posts 

they selected to include in the study can be found in section 4.1.1. 

The interviews were semi-structured, and asked the same core questions, with slight alterations to 

wording based on my understanding of their content from the pre-interview discourse analysis of their 

Instagram pages. The interview questions were designed primarily to address Objective B: to examine 

how ZW content creators use digital platforms to educate audiences and promote the lifestyle. However, 

some lines of inquiry were also relevant to Objectives A, D, and C. Table 1 outlines the interview 

questions and indicates the objective(s) to which each relate.  
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Table 1: Interview Questions  

# Interview Question Objective 

1 Can you tell me a bit about yourself and your role as a Zero Waste content creator? Background 

2 How did you first come to the Zero Waste lifestyle? Background 

3 What led you to promote Zero Waste living online? Background 

4 
What do you think about accessibility of Zero Waste lifestyles? Are they easily practiced? Can everyone participate in Zero 

Waste living? 
Background 

5 Why did you select this post to discuss today? O.B 

6 
What inspired you to make this post in the first place? 

      Was there a specific message you were attempting to communicate through this post? 
O.B 

7 
Did this post elicit the effect, reaction, or audience engagement that you had expected? 

      Do you feel that your audience interpreted your intended message from this post? 
O.B & O.C 

8 
Did you consider the accessibility of Zero Waste lifestyles when making this post? 

      How do you find your followers engage with content focussing on the accessibility of Zero Waste? 
O.B & O.D 

9 

What Zero Waste activities and practices are implicated in this post? 

      Do you perceive these activities to be accessible or easily practiced?  

      What are some perceived barriers to practicing these activities? 

O.A, O.B, 

& O.D 

10 
Have any aspects of your identity (e.g. race, gender, class) impacted your experience with the Zero Waste lifestyle or your 

ability to practice it? 
O.D 

11 
What are the key themes or points that we touched upon in this interview that you would like to emphasize or reiterate as 

being more important? 
Concluding 

12 Is there anything else you would like to share that we haven’t spoken about yet? Concluding 

13 
What it is that inspire you to continue doing this work, and where you see Zero Waste and sustainable lifestyles going in the 

future? 
Concluding 
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3.5.3 Interview Data Analysis 

Once I had completed the interviews and the participants had approved the transcripts, I analyzed 

the data. I uploaded transcripts to NVivo, a qualitative data analysis software, and coded them in three 

stages. I began the first stage using closed coding, reading through each transcript once and dividing 

excerpts by objective. Once I had coded all relevant information into a broad category for each objective, 

I began coding them in a more systematic manner, identifying themes for each. For example, excerpts 

coded for Objective A were broken up into the subcategories of ZW practices already used in the initial 

Instagram discourse analysis, and those coded for Objective D were broken up to identify the various 

factors influencing engagement with ZW that were discussed in the interviews. Once I had broken down 

the excerpts for each objective into more specific themes and subthemes, I began the second stage of 

coding, returning to the same process of code-mapping that I had used for the discourse analyses. I cycled 

through this process of code mapping about three times before I felt that any further consolidation of 

themes would lead to the loss of necessary detail. For the last stage of coding I performed a final review 

of each interview transcript to ensure that no relevant information had been overlooked or miscategorized. 

I use the findings from the interviews in both Chapters 4 and 5, to discuss what ZW is, how people adopt 

it, barriers people face to such adoption, and how perfectionism impacts people’s experiences with ZW. 

3.6 Stage 2, Phase 2: Surveys 

3.6.1 Survey Description 

In phase two, stage two, I pursued Objective C (to examine how digital portrayals of ZW 

influence audience engagement with the lifestyle) by using of surveys distributed to the Instagram 

followers of the participating content creators. The surveys gathered information on how audiences 

perceive and engage with the work of the content creator in question, and what meanings they have 

associated with the content creator’s ZW content. The participating content creators shared the survey 

links on their Instagram pages, stating that, as an incentive, all participants would be able to enter a draw 

for a $100 gift card to a store that sells ZW supplies (Appendix B). I provided the content creators with 
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the anonymous aggregate results of the surveys, so they could use them to understand their followers’ 

perceptions of their work or to understand audience engagement more broadly. 

To better connect to the interviews, three of the questions in each survey were photo-elicitation 

based, asking respondents to share how the perceived the posts each content creator had chosen to discuss 

in their interview. Using photo elicitation in both the surveys and interviews led to a clearer 

understanding of each post’s significance, as new themes were brought out by having multiple 

participants respond to the same photo, because “two people standing side by side looking at identical 

objects, see different things” (Harper, 2002, p. 22). This aspect of using photo-elicitation in the surveys 

was particularly useful for pursuing Objective C, as it revealed not only how the content creators view 

their own posts, but how their audiences might perceive or engage with the same post in similar or 

different ways. Indeed, having both the content creators and their audiences respond to the same photos 

helped parse out more information about factors influencing engagement with ZW practices, and 

indicated the diversity in opinions and perspectives of people who engage with ZW content on Instagram. 

3.6.2 Survey Procedure 

The core questions for each of the six surveys were the same, however, the images in the photo-

elicitation portion, and the activities that the respondents were asked to rank varied to mirror the 

interviews had with each content creator. I designed the survey questions primarily to address research 

Objectives A, C, and D, to collect information on how portrayals of ZW lifestyles on Instagram influence 

audience engagement with the lifestyle; and identify activities and barriers associated with ZW living. 

Table 2 outlines the survey questions and indicates the objective(s) to which each relates.  
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Table 2: Survey Questions 

# Survey Question Objective 

1 

How do you currently identify your gender?  

Man 

Woman 

Non-binary 

Prefer not to say 

Other 

Demographic 

2 

What is your age range?  

Under 12 years old 

12-17 years old 

18-24 years old 

25-34 years old 

35-44 years old 

45-54 years old 

55-64 years old 

65+ 

Demographic 

3 

Do you identify as a member of a minority group?  

Yes. Option to specify. 

No 

Demographic 

4 

What is the approximate annual value of your household income?  

$0 to $15,000 

$15,001 to $50,000 

$50,001 to $80,000 

$80,001 to $150,000 

$150,001+ 

Prefer not to say 

Demographic 

5 Which of these best describe the area that you live in? (Urban; suburban; rural; remote; prefer not to say) Demographic 

6 How long have you been following [corresponding content creator’s name]? O.C 

7 Has [corresponding content creator’s name]’s content influenced your perception of Zero Waste lifestyles? O.C 
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# Survey Question Objective 

8 
Has [corresponding content creator’s name]’s content influenced the way you engage with or practice aspects of Zero 

Waste living on a daily basis? 
O.C 

 9, 

10, 

11 

Please check all that apply to this post. 

I would describe this post as educational. 

I would describe this post as visually appealing. 

I would describe this post as relatable. 

I would describe this post as realistic. 

This post makes me want to take action. 

This post makes me feel guilty. 

This post makes me feel optimistic. 

I am not interested in this post. 

Other. Please specify. 

O.C 

12 

Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements on the scale below. 

[Corresponding content creator’s name] makes Zero Waste living look like something I could do 

The representation of Zero Waste living on Instagram makes it look like something I could do. 

I practice aspects of Zero Waste living in my daily life 

I live a low or Zero Waste lifestyle. 

It is easy to [insert activity, i.e. compost food scraps]. 

It is easy to [insert activity, i.e. reduce food waste]. 

It is easy to [insert activity, i.e. bring reusables]. 

O.D 

13 

Which of the following stop you from practicing Zero Waste? Check all that apply. 

Zero Waste living is too expensive. 

I can’t easily access resources that make Zero Waste living easier (i.e. bulk stores, composing facilities, etc.) 

Zero Waste practices are too time consuming. 

I don’t know or see anyone like me practicing Zero Waste. 

I don’t think it’s my individual responsibility to solve problems about waste or sustainability. 

I don’t feel supported by my community or family to practice Zero Waste. 

I don’t understand the purpose of reducing personal production of waste. 

I don’t know how to reduce my waste or live a Zero Waste lifestyle. 

I have other concerns that I find more important. If so, please specify. 

O.D 

14 
Was there anything that you would like to share about your experience with Zero Waste lifestyles and their portrayal on 

Instagram that did not come up in this survey? 

Concluding. 

Could relate to 

any objective. 
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3.6.3 Summary of Survey Respondents 

The six surveys received 263 responses in total, 100 from Anne-Marie’s survey, 75 from Anita’s, 

31 from Devon’s, 17 from Lacie’s, 22 from Kat’s, and 18 from Claire’s. Of the 263 people who 

participated, 91.6% identified as women, 5.3% as men, 1.5% as non-binary, and 1.6% preferred not to 

say. Although this was the average across all surveys, the gender distributions for each individual survey 

were strikingly similar, with Lacie’s survey being the closest to an outlier with 88.24% identifying as 

women and 11.76% identifying as men. As for age range, the largest portion of respondents, 43.9%, were 

between 25-34 years old, followed by 25.6% being 35-44 years old, 12.6% each for the 18-24 and 45-54 

age categories, and only 5.3% distributed between the 12-17, 55-64, and 65+ age ranges. However, the 

age distribution did vary a fair amount between content creators, with over half of each of Lacie and 

Anne-Marie’s respondents being between 25-34, just under half of Anita’s respondents being between 35-

44, and significant portions of Claire and Kat’s respondents being between 18-24. This indicates that 

quite a variation exists in the ages of content creator audiences, likely based on both the age of the content 

creator and the type of content that they are creating to cater to people in different stages of life. 

Additionally, 35.9% of all respondents said that they identified as members of minority groups, with 

some of the most common specifications provided including LGBTQ+, Black, Hispanic, Indigenous or 

Native American, and AAPI. Some respondents did provide more detail than others, for example 

providing specific countries of origin or listing multiple locations if they were mixed-race. Lacie and 

Anita had substantially more survey respondents that identified as minorities than the other content 

creators did, with 52.94% and 58.11% respectively. This may relate to the fact that Lacie and Anita were 

the only two participating content creators that are also members of visible minorities. In terms of annual 

household income, 2.7% of respondents were in the $0 to $15,000 range, 22.9% were in the $15.001 to 

$50,000 range, 14.5% in the $50,001 to $80,000 range, 32.4% of respondents in the $80,001 to $150,000 

range, and 19.1% in the $150,001+ range, with 8.4% of respondents preferring not to say. Finally, 51.3% 

of all respondents lived in urban areas, 36.5% in suburban areas, 11.4% in rural areas, and 0.4% in remote 

areas, with another 0.4% preferring not to say. This distribution was fairly similar between the 
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respondents of each survey. These details along with a demographic description of the typical follower of 

ZW content on Instagram will be considered further in section 4.1.2. 

3.6.4 Survey Data Analysis  

 Once the survey responses were in and all six had been closed, I began analyzing the results. I 

first looked at the results as automatically represented by the ‘Reports’ section of Qualtrics. These reports 

provided the majority of the information needed for the results of this method but were not optimized for 

comparing results between multiple surveys. Due to this, I opted to export the results from each survey 

and upload them for analysis on SPSS. By consolidating the results of each survey on SPSS, I was able to 

more easily compare the information gathered in each survey through using the ‘Analyze > Descriptive 

Statistics > Frequencies’ function. This was the extent of the quantitative analysis needed for this project. 

However, a significant portion of the survey also relied on qualitative responses, those of which I coded 

on NVivo in the same manner I had done for the discourse analyses and interviews. That said, the coding 

process for the survey responses was more straightforward, as responses were generally only a few lines 

long. I began by categorizing each response by objective, then repeated the process of breaking down 

each into themes, activities, or barriers, as relevant. The findings from the surveys appear in Chapters 4 

and 5. In Chapter 4, the survey results were used to problematize the definition of ZW, identify ZW 

practices, and provide detail on factors influencing engagement with ZW. In Chapter 5, the survey results 

detailed how consumers of ZW content struggle with perfectionism and overwhelm when endeavouring 

to live sustainably. 

3.7 Positionality  

Berg (2009) and Rose (2007) outline the importance of researcher self reflexivity and the need to 

‘suspend pre-existing categories’ when gathering and analyzing information. As a researcher hoping to 

examine the barriers and level of privilege associated with practicing ZW lifestyles, continually reflecting 

on my positionality was important for managing how my own perceptions influenced the themes that 

came out of this research.  
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 I am a neurotypical, cis-gendered, middle-class white woman in a heterosexual relationship, who 

has had the privilege of remaining relatively financially stable throughout both my undergraduate and 

graduate studies. Based on these markers, I maintain a similar social position to the average consumer of 

ZW content on Instagram, as was identified by the surveys. This not only means that I occupy a 

privileged space in society, but also that my perceptions and lived-knowledge will—to some extent—be 

similar to that of the majority of survey respondents. This, if unchecked, could lead me to have a 

confirmation bias toward specific ZW practices, barriers, and perceptions shared by respondents with 

similar identities. However, I endeavoured to compensate for this bias by reflexively journaling as I 

collected and analyzed data, and maintaining a clear and rigid method of analysis, which grounded my 

findings in the data, rather than in my pre-conceived ideas.  

In addition to this, I have consumed content about sustainable and ZW lifestyles across various 

social media platforms since the spring of 2017. This influenced my familiarity with ZW content creators 

and my understanding of the lifestyle’s meaning, activities, and barriers, as well as my desire to research 

the lifestyle’s accessibility. Indeed, my research aim and objectives were influenced by my pre-existing 

questions about the privilege of ZW lifestyles, and my awareness of critiques of the lifestyle which say it 

is elitist and that its emphasis on individual environmental footprints can allow it to overlook broader 

social issues. 

It is also crucial to note that I am a Canadian citizen living on Treaty 3 lands, in the traditional 

territory of the Mississaugas of the Credit. The land I reside and study on is also within the Dish with One 

Spoon territory, a treaty between Haudenosaunee and Anishinaabeg nations meant to guide inhabitants of 

the land to only take their share and live in peace with one another (A Dish with One Spoon | The 

Canadian Encyclopedia, n.d.). While this thesis examines sustainable and ZW lifestyles—which are now 

considered to be alternative ways of living—it is important to recognize that there were people on these 

lands who lived with respect for the environment far before it was colonized. Indeed, traditional 

livelihoods and practices that are now sometimes lauded by sustainable lifestyle communities for their 
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mindfulness were largely erased and hindered by settler colonialism. While intersectionality was 

discussed in this research, Indigenous ways of living and knowing were not explicitly mentioned by any 

of the participants, yet still require recognition. 

Throughout each research stage I endeavoured to remain conscious of how my identity markers 

and familiarity with the ZW community influenced my decisions. The first two stages of phase one 

(Instagram analysis of top ZW content creators, and participant selection and recruitment) were to some 

extent made easier by the fact that I was familiar with the content of many of the top ZW creators and 

with the topics commonly discussed in ZW communities. However, I endeavoured to limit the influence 

of my bias by selecting the sample for the first Instagram analysis based on follower count, and by 

reaching out to every eligible ZW content creator I found, asking them to participate in this research, 

rather than only asking those I was personally familiar with. In the interviews, I was able to draw on my 

familiarity with ZW and experience with ZW practices to relate to the participants and formulate 

additional questions to draw out more detailed responses. In the surveys, my familiarity with the lifestyle 

paired with my increased understanding from the interviews allowed me to ask questions relevant to how 

one experiences ZW. Additionally, in the surveys, my similar positionality to many of the respondents 

positively influenced my ability to ask questions that drew out more of their feelings and experiences with 

ZW. My similarity to the majority of the survey respondents could have also narrowed the scope of 

survey responses, as the majority did in part confirm what I expected to find. This is a potential issue that 

was hopefully reduced by the fact that many of the survey questions also included text boxes where 

respondents could share about their experiences and opinions in more detail. 

Finally, in the discussion of Chapter 5, I draw on the concepts of ‘glitch politics’ and ‘thriving 

otherwise’ to consider how ZW lifestyles present possibilities for ways of living that contradict 

mainstream systems like capitalism. However, these concepts originate from Black, queer, and feminist 

code studies, aspects of which I am not situated to understand as a white cis woman. Elwood (2021), a 

self-identified “White cis-gendered lesbian” (p.222)—whose explanations of glitch politics and thriving 
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otherwise informed my work—notes the precarity of applying such concepts in new contexts, “with the 

risk of epistemological erasure and theoretical misapprehension” (p.222). Keeping this critique in mind, I 

endeavour to make evident the original epistemological and theoretical traditions from which this work 

emerged. I will expand on this consideration in the following section on research limitations, as well as in 

section 5.4.2. 

3.8 Research Limitations 

 As with all research, a few limitations did arise in this study. The first challenge I encountered 

was with recruiting ZW content creators to participate in the interviews and share the surveys on their 

Instagram pages. I reached out to 37 content creators in total, 17 of whom responded, and six of whom 

ended up participating. Of the 37 I reached out to, only 13 appeared to be racialized. Of the six who 

participated, four were white women, and only two were racialized, with one being a Black woman, and 

the other being of Chinese descent. This not only meant that the sample of ZW content creators was 

small, but also that it magnified the movement’s lack of diversity. Because of this, I was not able to hear 

from as wide of a range of perspectives and that only women were interviewed. The other 11 ZW content 

creators who responded but did not participate all expressed interest in the research but explained that 

they did not have the time in their schedules. Shortly after receiving these responses, I saw that a number 

of said content creators were travelling to attend the COP26 summit in Glasgow, which may explain why 

fewer people were available to participate. That said, by only having six content creators participate in 

this research, I had more time to delve into each one’s background and immerse myself in their content 

before interviewing them, a task which I may not have had the capacity to do had I had a larger number of 

participants 

 In addition to the limitation of having only a small sample of content creators participate in this 

study, the fact that all interviews had to be performed online—due to the COVID-19 pandemic—posed a 

few issues. Firstly, performing all interviews online meant that it was harder to read participants’ non-

verbal cues, or to prompt them to continue speaking without interjecting too much. Additionally, the fact 
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that all interview participants took the calls from their homes meant that they experienced more 

interruptions as pets or children required attention. However, the most significant limitation of performing 

the interviews via online video call was the effect it had on photo-elicitation. When performed in-person, 

photo-elicitation interviews can maintain more of a focus on relevant photos, as interviewers can 

physically point to different parts of an image and prompt interviewees to keep the image in mind. 

However, when performed online, it can be harder to maintain a focus on the images, as one has to split 

their focus between the video call and the image. Additionally, as the majority of participants opted to 

have their posts open on their phones while using their computers to talk to me, they oftentimes put their 

phone aside and began talking more generally about their content or experiences with ZW. There are both 

pros and cons to this, as I potentially received less detailed information about the individual posts but did 

gain a much clearer understanding of each content creators’ broader feelings about and experiences with 

ZW. That said, potential solutions to this issue could include using interactive digital whiteboards—like 

Jamboard—for photo-elicitation, so that both the interviewer and interviewee can make shared notes on 

the images and point things out to one another. Other benefits of performing the interviews online meant I 

did not have my sample limited by location and was able to interview participants from across Canada 

and the United States. Additionally, both the participants and I received increased comfort as we were 

able to talk from the familiar environments of our own homes. This could have contributed to a lower-

pressure atmosphere and allowed the participants to share more freely than they may have in an 

unfamiliar setting.  

 As with the sample of the ZW content creators, the sample of survey respondents was quite small, 

with two surveys receiving only 17 and 18 responses. This means that the sample from the surveys may 

not be representative of the larger population of people who consume content about ZW lifestyles on 

Instagram. Additionally, because the links to the surveys were shared openly on each participating content 

creator’s Instagram page, it is possible that people who were not their followers responded to the survey 

in order to be entered in the giveaway. If this is the case, the survey findings could be skewed. 
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 Finally, in Chapter 5 I use the concept of glitch politics, which originates in Black, queer, and 

feminist code studies, even though I am a white, cis, heterosexual woman. My intention in using glitch 

politics is not to misappropriate concepts about the way people subvert problematic systems and write 

new worlds, but rather to understand the potential of popular lifestyle movements on social media, like 

ZW, to promote ways of living that do not align with extractive linear economies and capitalist systems. I 

endeavour in this thesis to also problematize ZW lifestyles, noting that while they may provide an 

example of how lifestyle movements can gain traction on social media, they do not fully constitute a 

glitch, as they continue to uphold other hierarchies and are not accessible to all those who are 

disenfranchised by the systems the movement is trying to subvert. 

3.9 Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I have outlined the research methods used in this study and established my 

positionality as a researcher. As demonstrated by the fact that each research method addressed different 

objectives and/or the same objectives in different ways, the mixed methods approach here gathered 

information on a wider breadth of experiences and perceptions of ZW lifestyles. The Instagram analysis 

of the top five ZW content creators provided an understanding of the most popular topics covered in ZW 

spaces; the Instagram analysis and interviews with the participating ZW content creators provided a more 

in depth understanding of how those who promote the lifestyle experience it themselves; and the surveys 

with the followers of the participating content creators provided a greater understanding of how Instagram 

portrayals of ZW influence the way people perceive or practice it in their daily lives. The findings of this 

research are presented in the following two chapters, with Chapter 4 discussing what ZW is, how people 

practice it, and what stops them, and Chapter 5 discussing perfectionism as it relates to ZW and 

sustainable lifestyles.  
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Chapter 4: Zero Waste: Who does it, what is it, how do you do it, 

and what stops you? 

 This chapter explains who participates in ZW, how it is defined and practiced, and the factors 

influencing people’s adoption of it. Here I build on existing literature about factors influencing 

engagement with sustainable lifestyles, suggesting that ZW has a wide breadth of practice which reaches 

beyond the individual scale. 

4.1 Identifying ZW Practitioners 

 This section provides a brief description of each participating ZW content creator. These 

descriptions include information about how they got into ZW, what they may have done before, notable 

aspects of their career(s), and basic information about how their followers engage with their content. The 

three posts each content creator selected to discuss in their interviews will be displayed after each 

description. I will hyperlink back to these posts as I refer to them throughout the thesis. 

4.1.1 Interview Participants 

Anne-Marie of @zerowastechef 

Anne-Marie of @zerowastechef is a white woman, originally from Canada, who now resides in 

San Francisco, a location she feels is optimal for low waste living. Anne-Marie’s content is mainly about 

preventing food waste, using what you have, gardening, and composting, topics which are also covered in 

her book, The Zero Waste Chef. Anne-Marie also shares content about climate news and hosts occasional 

events encouraging people to be active citizens and do things like call local representatives and “tell them 

to take bold action on climate.” Anne-Marie is one of the top five most popular ZW content creators in 

North America, as determined by follower count. Out of the content creators interviewed, she has had her 

ZW Instagram account for the longest, having started her platform in 2014. Anne-Marie had 

approximately 175,000 followers at the time of her interview and her survey received 100 responses. 59% 

of her survey respondents had been following her for over a year. Based on the content she shares, 90% of 
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Anne-Marie’s survey respondents indicated that she had influenced their perception of ZW, and 87% 

indicated that she had influenced the way they engage with it on a daily basis. Anne-Marie was the only 

participant who did not select the posts to be discussed in her interview and surveys, so I selected three of 

her most recent posts for us to discuss in the interview. 
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Anne-Marie, Post 1: https://www.instagram.com/p/CSo1uBuH75B/ 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 3: @zerowastechef Post 1 
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Anne-Marie, Post 2: https://www.instagram.com/p/CSewLW-lo65/ 

        

 

  

Figure 4: @zerowastechef Post 2 
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Anne-Marie, Post 3: https://www.instagram.com/p/CSR9jIPF2aE/ 

 

 

  

Figure 5: @zerowastechef Post 3 
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Kat of @sweet.sustainability 

Kat of @sweet.sustainability is a white Canadian woman who graduated from Western University 

with a degree in Kinesiology in May 2021. She started her Instagram page about a year and a half before 

we talked, as a “quarantine project in June of 2020.” She explains that her degree does not relate “to 

environmental science in any way” and that she likes to play to that, recognizing “the fact that 

sustainability isn’t [her] whole life and most of [her] audience is the same way.” She feels that because 

she is not an expert in the field, she is better able to learn, grow, and “try stuff out” alongside her 

followers. Having had her page for a shorter period of time, 72.19% of her survey respondents said that 

they had been following her for less than a year. Kat explains that she became a lot more aware of her 

impact on the environment when she first moved out on her own and had to start making her own 

consumer decisions. Eventually, after spending a lot of time doing research about which products to buy 

and how to be more sustainable, she decided to make her own platform where she could share her 

findings with others. Kat had approximately 7000 followers at the time of her interview and her survey 

received 22 responses. 77.27% of Kat’s survey respondents both felt that she had influenced their 

perception of and engagement with ZW lifestyles. 
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Kat, Post 1: https://www.instagram.com/p/CUK2Ur3rRDX/ 

  

  

  

 

 

 

  

Figure 6: @sweet.sustainability Post 1 
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Figure 7: @sweet.sustainability Post 2 

Kat, Post 2: https://www.instagram.com/p/CTDIGmFnIxL/ 
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Figure 8: @sweet.sustainability Post 3 

Kat, Post 3: https://www.instagram.com/p/CUawSPXPpaB/ 
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Claire of @livinglowanculture 

Claire of @livinglowandculture is a white woman from Oklahoma, who resides in California, has 

both bachelor’s and master’s degrees, and started her Instagram page in the spring of 2020. Her interest in 

sustainable living began a couple years before she started her platform, when she came across a book 

called Give a Shit by Ashley Piper that changed her perspective on the way we live. Her first real 

experience with ZW living was in Plastic Free July—an annual campaign in the ZW community where 

people endeavour to eliminate plastic use—in 2018, but she has since become less “all-or-nothing” with 

her approach to ZW and sustainable living. This is because she felt that some of the practices she was led 

to do were not actually sustainable for herself or the planet. This has led her to focus a lot of her content 

on imperfection, as she wants all who see her content to understand that there is something they can do to 

limit their impact on the environment. Claire has over 1,300 followers, and her survey received 18 

responses. Despite the fact that her platform was quite young, 66.66% of her survey respondents indicated 

that they had been following her for over a year. Additionally, 94.44% of her survey respondents said that 

she had influenced the way their perceived ZW, and 83.33% said that she had influenced the way they 

engaged with ZW on a daily basis. 
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Claire, Post 1: https://www.instagram.com/p/CT26NWtv7JY/ 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 9: @livinglowandculture Post 1 
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Claire, Post 2: https://www.instagram.com/p/CS76sRaJnH8/ 

 

 

 

  

Figure 10: @licinglowandculture Post 2 
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Claire, Post 3: https://www.instagram.com/p/CJyd1zcn5Qd/ 

   

 

  

Figure 11: @livinglowandculture Post 3 
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Anita of @wetrashtalk 

Anita of @wetrashtalk started her Instagram page in 2017 as an “outlet to just have some voice in 

how to live […] in a sustainable way.” Anita shared that she first embarked on her ZW journey in the 

early 2000s while living in San Francisco and working a corporate job where she was a member of her 

workplace’s green team. In 2018 Anita ended up leaving her corporate job to go on maternity leave and 

never went back. She is now studying sustainable development at Simon Fraser University, while 

continuing to share on Instagram about sustainable living and her efforts to raise her son with a regard for 

the environment. Anita is of Chinese descent and shares about how her grandma raised her to live 

sustainably and consciously, by using and repairing what she has and not over-consuming. She notes that 

in addition to her experiences working in a green-team, this upbringing has impacted her approach to 

living sustainably. Anita has over 3,700 followers, and her survey received 75 responses. In accordance 

with the fact that she has had her platform for a number of years now, 61.33% of her survey respondents 

shared that they had been following her for over year, in addition to 92% of respondents sharing that she 

had influenced their perception of ZW, and 85.33% saying that she has influenced the way they engage 

with ZW on a daily basis.  
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Anita, Post 1: https://www.instagram.com/p/CVBxz2apyqA/ 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 12: @wetrashtalk Post 1 
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Figure 13: @wetrashtalk Post 2 

Anita, Post 2: https://www.instagram.com/p/CS0_0_crJ-e/ 
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Figure 14: @wetrashtalk Post 3 

Anita, Post 3: https://www.instagram.com/p/CPjWGMps1Cr/ 
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Lacie of @teachgogreen 

 Lacie of @teachgogreen is a Black woman from the United States, who had been interested in 

sustainability long before starting her platform. She explained that reading Silent Spring by Rachel 

Carson for an assignment in high school was the “first time in [her] entire existence where [she] thought 

of [herself] as a part of the environment.” Once she realized how her actions could impact the 

environment, she began changing her habits to try to live more sustainably. In university she became an 

environmental thought and practice major, and now works as an environmental educator from nine to 

five, in addition to running her blog and Instagram page. Lacie is also a mom of two and focuses a lot of 

her content on how to live sustainably with children. Lacie has nearly 2000 followers and her platform 

seems to have grown in recent times, as 66.71% of her 17 survey respondents shared that they had been 

following her for less than a year, and over half of those respondents having followed her for less than six 

months. Despite the fact that the majority of survey respondents had not been following Lacie for long, 

88.24% said that Lacie had influenced their perception of ZW and eco-conscious lifestyles, and 87.5% 

saying that she had influenced the way they engage with such lifestyles on a daily basis. 
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Figure 15: @teachgogreen Post 1 

Lacie, Post 1: https://www.instagram.com/p/CVZAtcEgpWU/ 
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Figure 16: @teachgogreen Post 2 

Lacie, Post 2: https://www.instagram.com/p/CT-i8HcABkt/ 
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Lacie, Post 3: https://www.instagram.com/p/CUf2fufrRTJ/ 

 

  

Figure 17: @teachgogreen Post 3 
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Devon of @vancouversustainability 

Devon of @vancouversustainability is a white Canadian woman who started her Instagram page 

early in the pandemic (spring 2020). During her interview, she explained she started her page with the 

intention of it being a one-stop-shop where people could go for environmental news and tips to live 

sustainably. Devon went to Ryerson University (now known as Toronto Metropolitan University) to study 

environment and urban sustainability. In addition to running her Instagram page, Devon also works for a 

developer and has an interest in sustainable building design. Devon has nearly 2,200 followers, and her 

survey received 81 responses. As her page is quite new, 83.87% of Devon’s survey respondents cited 

having followed her for only 0-6 months, meaning she is the interview participant with the highest 

proportion of ‘new’ followers. Likely because of this, Devon’s respondents cited lower rates of having 

their perceptions of and engagement with ZW influenced by her, with 64.52% and 58.06% respectively. 

However, the majority of respondents who shared that their perceptions or engagement with ZW had not 

been influenced by Devon provided the explanation that they had merely already been familiar with and 

invested in the lifestyle before coming across her page. 
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Devon, Post 1: https://www.instagram.com/p/CQ6Hx75HUuQ/ 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 18: @vancouversustainability Post 1 
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Devon, Post 2: https://www.instagram.com/p/CSpW1EBpDpU/ 

 

 

 

  

Figure 19: @vancouversustainability Post 2 
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Devon, Post 3:  https://www.instagram.com/p/CT7vm6cDT6N/ 

 

 

 

  

Figure 20: @vancouversustainability Post 3 
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4.1.2 Survey Respondents 

Based on the demographic information provided by the survey respondents, the typical follower 

of the participating ZW content creators appears to be a woman between the age of 24-34, who does not 

identify as a member of a minority group, has an annual household income between $80,001, and 

$150,000, and resides in an urban area. While these details certainly vary between content creator 

audiences, this information does provide interesting insight into the relative social position and degree of 

privilege held by those who tend to consume content about ZW and sustainable lifestyles on Instagram. 

4.2 “Lowish-waste”: Opening up Understandings of ZW Practice 

 To better understand how ZW is portrayed on Instagram, I examine how the participating content 

creators and their followers define the term. Claire explains that when she first came across the idea of 

ZW, she was motivated by its perfectionist image as the ultimate sustainable lifestyle. However, she 

qualifies this by saying that as she has matured, she has realized that ZW is not truly attainable, as one 

cannot account for all upstream and downstream waste. She now prefers to use the term ‘lowish’ waste 

and has moved away from the typical version of ZW that was outlined in the introduction to this thesis. A 

similar sentiment is shared among the majority of the participating content creators, with Anita explaining 

that she has “always felt intimidated by [the term ZW]” because of how early ZW content creators 

branded it, but that she does not have an idea of what the right term could be, as even “sustainable is such 

a complicated word.” Indeed, the early branding of ZW came under scrutiny from both the participating 

content creators and their followers, who said they feel that it is a misrepresentation of what the lifestyle 

truly is or could be. All but one of the participating content creators echoed this point in their interviews, 

with Anne-Marie explaining that while ZW is attainable for her, it likely will not be for everyone, as her 

stage of life and place of residence provide her a level of access to ZW living that many people do not 

have. This illustrates how even those who create content about ZW for Instagram have some 

apprehension about the term and feel it does not fully represent what they do or stand for.  
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Echoing this sentiment, one of Kat’s followers said they “feel that Zero Waste is a misnomer” 

(survey respondent), while one of Devon’s followers “think it’s better to say low waste as it feels more 

attainable and it’s more realistic” (survey respondent). In this sense, it comes down to what an individual 

decides will work best for them. In short, ZW might be better understood as a descriptive word than a 

way of life. This can allow one comfort in knowing they are engaging in a sustainable practice without 

the pressure of having to make their entire life sustainable. Lacie reinforces this point, explaining that 

while she does not identify as ZW, she is comfortable with the idea of specific practices being ZW. By 

understanding the term ZW in an open-ended way, individuals have more options to adapt it for their own 

lives.  

How one defines ZW can also impact how accessible the lifestyle is to them. When asked if it is 

possible for everyone to integrate sustainable practices into their lives, Kat explained: 

I think it absolutely is, if you define sustainability or a sustainable lifestyle as this super open-

ended, […] grey spectrum movement. Because I really strongly believe that its going to look very 

different for every individual. I’m not someone who lives by the jar of waste kind of standard. I 

try to make—like I mentioned already—slow progressive changes, not everything at once. (Kat, 

@sweet.sustainabiluty) 

In this sense, the open-ended-ness of the lifestyle’s definition can have a major impact on who is willing 

and/or able to practice it. Indeed, Lacie explains that: 

One of the reasons I guess I don’t always resonate with the term Zero Waste or being a Zero 

Waste content creator is because I don’t feel like it is always attainable, and I want to create 

positive behaviour change. In my opinion, one of the best ways to do that is by making things as 

attainable as possible. And sometimes it may not be the very best, but at least it’s the least 

impactful for that person at that time given all their other circumstances. That’s incredibly 

important to me. (Lacie, @teachgogreen) 

In addition to the feeling that ZW lifestyles can seem unattainable, five out of six of the content creators 

also felt that the manner in which the lifestyle is presented can have a significant impact on whether 

people see it as realistic for them. As an example, Anita shared a post, explaining that while she is not the 

biggest fan of the term ZW, she finds it important to have her own take on it and to do the best she can. 

By sharing her own hesitancy about the term ZW with her followers and asking them to share how they 

practice the lifestyle, she provides the opportunity for people to understand ZW as an imperfect practice 
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and to see the nuance in the lifestyle. I return to this understanding of ZW as an imperfect practice in 

Chapter 5.  

4.3 Categorizing ZW Practices 

Putting aside the definition of ZW as a lifestyle movement, it is important to recognize that ZW is 

first and foremost grounded in practices. It is a person’s practicing of certain activities that determines 

their connection to the lifestyle. Table 3 categorizes the ZW practices and activities that came up in the 

discourse analyses, interviews, and surveys. The ZW practices and activities identified in this research go 

far beyond individual reduction of waste and include things like ethical consumption and political 

participation. These practices complicate existing assumptions of what ZW looks like and reflect the fact 

that ZW is still evolving and growing to encompass new possibilities.  

Each of the practices in Table 3 are categorized according to themes/categories of action 

identified by either Spiteri (2021) or I. The categories of Household and Personal Care, ZW Swaps, 

Dealing with Social Context, and Dealing with ZW Misconceptions were all themes identified by Spiteri 

(2021) in her study on ZW Instagram communities. The categories of Consumption Behaviours, and 

Methods for Dealing with Unwanted or Damaged Goods were derived from Spiteri’s (2021) original 

themes of Buying Behaviours, and Waste Hierarchy, respectively. Spiteri’s (2021) original category of 

Avoiding Environmental Hazards did not come up in the research and hence was excluded. Finally, the 

Spiritual category was not identified in Spiteri’s (2021) work but arose consistently in this study’s 

findings.  
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Table 3: Categorizing ZW Practices 

Scale Theme/Catego
ry of Action 

Definition Practices identified in 
discourse analyses 

Practices identified 
in interviews 

Practices identified in 
surveys4 

 
Individual 

/Household 

 
Household and 
Personal Care 
(Spiteri) 

 
“Activities in 
which 
members 
engaged to 
care for 
themselves 
and their 
home, such as 
personal care 
and cooking” 
(Spiteri, 2021, 
p. 257) 

• Conserving water 
& energy 
- Taking short 
showers 
- Washing clothes 
on cold 

• Cooking 

• Growing a garden 

• Reducing food 
waste 
- Doing a food 
waste audit 
- Meal prepping 
- Planning for how 
to use everything 
- Shopping what 
you already have 
first 

• Eating a 
vegan/plant-based 
diet 

 

 

• Gardening 

• Reducing 
energy use 

• Reducing 
food waste 

• Reducing 
meat 
consumption 

• Reducing 
water use 

• Using ‘clean’ 
products) 

 

• Avoiding eating 
meat (Anita) 

• Change traditional 
behaviours in order 
to live more eco-
consciously (Lacie) 

ZW Swaps 
(Spiteri) 

 
“Activities in 
which 
members 
engaged to 
substitute ZW 
products for 
more wasteful 
products” 

• Making DIY natural 
cleaning products 

• Using plastic free 
products 
- bar soap 
- bulk shopping 
- compostable 
packaging 

 

• Plastic free 
swaps 
-bamboo 
toothbrushes 
-refillable 
deodorant 
- bulk soap 
refills 

 

• Choose sustainable 
swaps (Lacie) 

• Knowing of 
sustainable swaps 
that make sense for 
one’s lifestyle 
(Claire) 

 
4 The practices identified in the surveys were those selected by the participating content creators to ask their audiences about. 
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Scale Theme/Catego
ry of Action 

Definition Practices identified in 
discourse analyses 

Practices identified 
in interviews 

Practices identified in 
surveys4 

(Spiteri, 2021, 
p. 257) 

- biodegradable 
sponge cloths 
- shampoo bars 

• Substituting 
reusable for 
disposable 
products 
- menstrual cup 
- packing materials 
(low waste moving) 
- period 
underwear 
- reusable bags 
- beeswax wrap 
- safety razor 
- to-go cups & 
containers 

-bar soap 

• Reusable 
swaps 
-reusable to-
go utensils 
-safety razors 
-cloth diapers 

• Using reusable 
instead of 
disposable products 
(Kat) 

• Bringing reusables 
(Anne-Marie) 

Consumption 
Behaviours 
(Adapted from 
Spiteri) 

 
“Activities in 
which 
members 
engaged to 
[obtain] 
products such 
as food and 
clothing” 
(Spiteri, 2021, 
p. 257) 

• Boycotting  
- palm oil 
- fossil fuels 
- plastics 

• Supporting 
responsible 
companies 
- Choosing to 
purchase products 
made from 
recycled or 
compostable 
materials 
- Arguing for more 
Corporate Social 
Responsibility (& 
Extended 

 

• Being mindful 
of the stuff 
you bring into 
your life and 
where it will 
go when 
you’re done 
with it 

• Borrowing 

• Budgeting 

• Caring for 
what you have 

• Consuming 
less 

• Consuming 
responsible 

 

• Change 
consumption habits 
in order to live more 
sustainably (Devon) 

• Know of sustainable 
brands that are 
accessible in all 
aspects (Devon) 

• Consuming more 
consciously (Anita) 

• Knowing sustainable 
clothing brands that 
are accessible 
(Claire) 

• Secondhand 
shopping (Kat) 

• Reducing food 
waste (Anne-Marie) 
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Scale Theme/Catego
ry of Action 

Definition Practices identified in 
discourse analyses 

Practices identified 
in interviews 

Practices identified in 
surveys4 

Producer 
Responsibility) 

• Using Libraries 
- municipal 
libraries 
- street and 
neighbourhood 
libraries 

• Shopping small 

• Shopping local 
- Buying local 
products at 
grocery store 
- Attending 
farmer’s markets 
- Subscribing to a 
local CSA 

• Second-hand 
shopping 
- Participating in 
‘Buy Nothing’ 
groups 

• Sharing 

• Carbon offsetting 
 

• Household or 
personal 
waste audits 

• Shop what 
you already 
have 

• Shopping 
secondhand 

• Unsubscribing 
from 
companies 

Methods for 
Dealing with 
Unwanted or 
Damaged 
Goods (as in 
Relation to the 
Waste 
Hierarchy) 
(Adapted from 
Spiteri) 

 
“Activities in 
which 
members 
engaged in 
relation to the 
ZW hierarchy 
[…], as it 
applied to 
their personal 
management 

• Composting 
- African keyhole 
gardens 
- Bokashi 
- Community drop-
off 
(ShareWaste.com) 
- Hugelkultur 
- Municipal 
composting 

 

• Composting 

• Picking up 
litter 

• Properly 
disposing of 
household 
waste 

• Reusing, 
repairing, 

 

• Recycling (Anita) 

• Composting (Kat) 

• Composting food 
scraps (Anne-Marie) 
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Scale Theme/Catego
ry of Action 

Definition Practices identified in 
discourse analyses 

Practices identified 
in interviews 

Practices identified in 
surveys4 

of waste” 
(Spiteri, 2021, 
p. 257 

- Pot composting 
- Terracotta pot 
composting 
- Vermicomposting 

• Caring for what 
you already have 

• Using what you 
already have 

• Donating 

• ‘Give unwanted 
items a new life’ 

• ‘Pick up litter’ 

• Repairing and 
Mending 

• Reusing and 
Repurposing 
- Propagating 
plants 
- Repurposing 
food scraps 
(making honey 
substitutes with 
leftover corn cobs; 
using citrus scraps 
to infuse vinegar 
for cleaning) 

• Recycling 
- Terracycling 

 

repurposing, 
and upcycling 

Spiritual 

(Emergent 
theme) 

 
Activities in 
which 
members 
engaged to 
nurture their 
innate 

• Connecting to 

nature 

- camping 

- time outside 

 

• Connecting to 
nature 

• Giving self 
grace 

 



 

 

78 

 

Scale Theme/Catego
ry of Action 

Definition Practices identified in 
discourse analyses 

Practices identified 
in interviews 

Practices identified in 
surveys4 

connection to 
nature and to 
remind 
themselves of 
their purpose 
for trying to 
live 
sustainably. 
 

• Dreams of ‘farm-

life’ 

• Optimism – an act 
of resistance and 
resilience for 
environmentalists 

 
Social/ Societal Dealing with 

social context 

(Spiteri) 

 
“Activities in 
which 
members 
engaged to 
deal with the 
social 
environments 
in which they 
live, such as 
interactions 
with family 
and friends” 
(Spiteri, 2021, 
p. 257) 

Did not come up. 
 

• Educating 
your 
community 

• Teaching your 
children 
about 
sustainability 

 

• Teaching one’s 
children how to 
protect the 
environment (Lacie) 

• Understanding how 
low-waste living is 
an intersectional 
topic (Claire) 

Dealing with 
ZW 
misconceptions 

(Spiteri) 

 
“Activities in 
which 
members 
engaged to 
deal with what 
they perceive 
to be common 
misconceptio
ns about ZW” 
(Spiteri, 2021, 
p. 257) 

Did not come up. 
 

• Spotting 
greenwashing 
(Devon) 
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Scale Theme/Catego
ry of Action 

Definition Practices identified in 
discourse analyses 

Practices identified 
in interviews 

Practices identified in 
surveys4 

 
Structural Efforts to Push 

for Large Scale 
Systemic/Struct
ural Change 

(Emergent 
theme) 

 
Activities in 
which 
members 
engaged to 
enact larger 
scale change. 

• Protesting for 

climate action 

(climate activism) 

• Supporting 

conservation 

efforts 

• Fighting the use of 

fossil fuels 

• Holding politicians 

accountable 

• Educating oneself 

and others about 

the environment 

and environmental 

issues 

 

• Participating 
in community 
and local 
politics 

 

 

While the majority of ZW practices identified in this research fit within Spiteri’s framework, this table revealed two novel categories of 

ZW practice: (1) spiritual practices used by people who practice ZW to maintain inspiration and (2) efforts to push for larger scale change. These 

findings will be explored further in the discussions to Chapters 4 and 5.
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 4.4 Factors Influencing Ability to Practice ZW 

Having established who practices ZW, what it is, and how it is practiced, the final element of this 

chapter’s findings looks at the factors influencing people’s ability to practice ZW lifestyles. These 

influencing factors are based on information gathered from the interviews and close- and open-ended 

survey responses. Figure 21 outlines the barriers identified in the close-ended survey questions and the 

frequency with which survey respondents identified with them. As previously explained, each of the 

influencing factors explicitly included in the survey and represented in Figure 21 were based on those 

identified in the literature review. This section discusses six categories of factors influencing people’s 

ability to practice ZW: knowledge factors, socio-cultural factors, spatial factors, economic factors, 

extraneous factors, and time. 
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Figure 21: Frequency that Survey Respondents Identified with Barriers from the Literature 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

I can't easily accessresources that make Zero Waste living easier (i.e.

bulk stores, composting facilities, etc.).

Zero waste practices are too time consuming

Zero waste living is too expensive

I don't feel supported by my community or family to practice Zero

Waste.

I have other concerns that I find more important.

I don't know or see anyone like me practicing Zero Waste

I don't know how to reduce my waste or live a Zero Waste lifestyle.

I don't think it's my individual responsibility to solve problems about

waste or sustainability.

I don't understand the purpose of reducing personal production of

waste.

Percentage of  Survey Respondents who Identified with the Barrier

Frequency that Survey Respndents Identified with Barriers from the Literature
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4.4.1 Knowledge 

The importance of knowledge for engaging with ZW came up in this research in two key ways. 

Firstly, a person’s awareness of environmental issues and how to live sustainably can significantly 

influence their participation in environmental lifestyle movements like ZW. Secondly, misinformation 

and greenwashing are underrated—but substantial—barriers, misdirecting the intentions of individuals 

who are trying to live more sustainably, and making them believe that unsustainable products or services 

are actually ‘green’. 

Awareness of environmental issues and how to live sustainably 

Kat and Lacie emphasize how familiarity with environmental issues and sustainability can 

influence both a person’s desire and ability to practice sustainable lifestyles like ZW. Lacie sees a lack of 

environmental knowledge and awareness as one of the first factors influencing people’s ability to practice 

ZW: 

People… people don’t know. And sometimes people don’t know and once they know they want 

to do better. Sometimes people don’t know because they don’t want to do better. And then 

sometimes people, honestly—they don’t take in the information. It’s not communicated in a way 

that they can interpret. (Lacie, @teachgogreen) 

All of the participating content creators see education as one of the first steps to getting people to live 

more sustainably, which is why they all use their platforms to share information about environmental 

crises, and tips on how to live sustainably. Devon emphasizes the importance of education by noting the 

fact that a lot of people are hesitant to practice ZW or sustainable lifestyles because they do not fully 

understand the significance of environmental crises, like climate change, which are invisible to certain—

often privileged—populations.  

Interestingly, based on survey responses, the followers of the participating content creators do not 

appear to face a lack of knowledge as a significant barrier to their practicing of ZW. This is likely because 

they have elected to consume content from people who share about environmental news and sustainable 

living tips on a daily basis. Only 0.8% of survey respondents agreed with the statement “I don’t 
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understand the purpose of reducing personal production of waste”, indicating that the vast majority of the 

respondents were aware of how a person’s individual or household waste can impact the environment. 

However, an understanding of why a person should practice sustainable lifestyles does not automatically 

translate into an understanding of how to live sustainably, as 8.7% of survey respondents said they “don’t 

know how to reduce [their] waste or live a ZW lifestyle.”  

Misinformation and Greenwashing 

 Misinformation and greenwashing can play a major role in misdirecting people’s efforts to 

practice ZW, and can even discourage them from adopting more sustainable practices. This is because 

misinformation and greenwashing misrepresent products, services, and environmental issues, making it 

difficult for people to distinguish between practices or products that are actually more sustainable, and 

those which are just made to look that way. Devon explains that: 

Especially in the beginning, it can be a challenge trying to [distinguish] between greenwashing 

and corporations trying to fib you with their marketing schemes. Trying to navigate it all can be 

very overwhelming and that negative feeling that you get from - ‘oh well, maybe I’m not good 

enough, or maybe I’m not doing this good enough’ – can be another trigger for somebody to be 

like, ‘okay, I just can’t’. (Devon, @vancouversustainability) 

When survey respondents were asked to describe barriers they face that were not included in the 

survey, one respondent explained that “my workplace has a green team, but I feel it’s just corporate 

pandering and not real impactful actions” (survey respondent). As illustrated in this example, the 

performativity of certain sustainable practices—such as joining a corporate ‘green team’—may 

discourage people from believing in the potential impact of other sustainable practices. While there are 

ways to identify and avoid greenwashing—like doing background research on corporations or checking 

that a product has third-party certifications to back up its claims—it can still be difficult for people to 

navigate, and hence shows up as a barrier to the effective practicing of ZW.  

4.4.2 Socio-cultural Factors 

 Socio-cultural factors relate to social surroundings, culture, and beliefs, and can both positively 

and negatively impact a person’s ability to practice alternative lifestyles like that of ZW. The main socio-
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cultural factors that arose in this study include norms that value consumption, experiences of 

representation and marginalization, shame and gatekeeping, community support, physical and mental 

health requirements, and parenting. 

Consumerism 

 Both Anita and Lacie emphasized the role that consumerist ideals play in influencing people’s 

ability and desire to practice sustainable lifestyles. Lacie attempts to address this issue for herself and her 

followers by encouraging people to take note of their consumption habits and ask themselves questions 

like: 

What am I spending my money on? Who am I spending my money on? What companies am I 

giving money to? Because we – what is the quote? ‘We vote for the world we want to see with 

our dollars’ […] Our dollars matter. (Lacie, @teachgogreen) 

Anita argues that we need to change the way we attach value to items, and endeavour to take care of our 

belongings, so that they may last longer and prevent us from quickly moving onto the next thing. For 

example she explains that “people are not valuing [their possessions…] because things like the fast-

fashion business model [have] really trained [us to think] that everything is disposable, everything is 

accessible and cheap” (Anita, @wetrashtalk). This is indicative of how capitalist systems conflict with 

ZW ideologies by reinforcing mass consumption and leading individuals to link their ideas of success and 

happiness to their possession of material goods. 

Experiences of Representation and Marginalization 

 More than half of the participating content creators saw representation and marginalization as 

factors that influence participation in ZW. Many ZW content creators and practitioners recognize that the 

lifestyle is quite privileged, upper-middle class, ableist, and white. A number of the lifestyle movement’s 

most popular content creators are able-bodied, white, and reside in areas where they can easily access and 

afford ZW specialty goods. Four of the six participating content creators were white women, and 64.1% 

and 91.6% of survey respondents were non-minoritized and women, respectively. This indicates a lack of 

diverse representation in ZW Instagram communities. While participants did not expand on their feelings 
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about this lack of diversity in the interviews or surveys, this is something that warrants further research. 

Both Claire and Devon shared posts about this topic for their interviews, recognizing how (1) white 

supremacy is tied to environmental issues and injustice, and (2) classism and racism can lead groups to be 

excluded from environmentalist spaces while simultaneously being exposed to more environmental 

toxins.  

 In addition to a lack of representation, marginalization can influence a person’s ability to practice 

ZW. Lacie notes how many underserved populations cannot practice ZW because they have other, more 

immediate concerns: 

Another barrier that I see really has to do with accessibility and […] how some people have 

bigger issues. And although climate change is everybody's issue, […] you can’t see it, it’s not 

tangible and so because of that—I've done a lot of work with people that are in underprivileged, 

underrepresented communities— sometimes [people are] worried about things like, ‘what am I 

gonna eat today?’ […] So, when it comes to things like that, you know, climate change, and zero 

waste and low waste living isn’t always at the forefront of their mind when they have a lot bigger 

concerns that […] impacts their day to day. (Lacie, @teachgogreen) 

If a person feels unincluded or underrepresented in a movement or does not have the necessary resources 

for daily survival—let alone those needed to engage in a time and energy intensive lifestyle—they will be 

much less likely and able to practice ZW. 

Shame & Gatekeeping 

 Shame and gatekeeping stem from ideas of perfectionism—explored more in Chapter 5—and the 

sometimes harmful perception that ‘if you’re going to do something, you need to do it right.’ Shame 

about one’s lifestyle or about not doing enough to live sustainably was one of the most commonly 

mentioned barriers in the interviews and is something a number of the participating content creators said 

they actively try to avoid on their platforms and in their communities. Kat explains that she tries to 

counteract this issue by sharing “environmental education and Zero Waste lifestyle[s] without shaming 

others of what their current practices are” and by providing disclaimers in the captions of her posts where 

she recognizes when a practice or topic might not be accessible or relevant to everyone. By providing 
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disclaimers and avoiding shaming people for their practices, Kat hopes to remove some of the 

intimidation and fear that can prevent people from engaging with ZW.  

ZW content creators, however, can also fall victim to shame and gatekeeping. Claire shares that 

in her own journey, she has had people try to shame her for not being ZW or sustainable enough. As an 

example, Claire explains how a lot of people gatekeep sustainable lifestyles by arguing that if you are not 

vegan, then you are not being fully sustainable. However, she explains that this is simply not the truth, 

and that people should be able to engage in the sustainable practices that work best for them without 

having to feel shame about what they do or do not do. That said, it can sometimes be hard to avoid those 

who gatekeep or shame others for their practices, especially on social media platforms where external 

critiques and gatekeeping run rampant.  

 Shame and gatekeeping can impact a person’s willingness and ability to practice ZW and 

sustainable lifestyles in a number of ways. However, as ZW content creators increasingly endeavour to 

promote imperfect ZW and discourage shaming and gatekeeping, they hope this factor will become less 

influential. As Lacie explains, it can be easy to scare people away from ZW and sustainability, but her 

goal is to provide a space where those least familiar with the lifestyles can learn and explore without fear 

of being shamed. 

Community Support 

 Survey respondents also indicated that support from their immediate community—family and 

friends—influences their ability to engage with ZW. 27.4% of all survey respondents said they “don’t feel 

supported by [their] community or family to practice ZW.” This was the fourth most commonly noted 

barrier in the surveys. Two survey respondents explained that one of their main issues is living with 

others who do not engage in ZW practices, as it makes it harder to maintain a ZW household. Devon also 

struggled with this, sharing that when her family came to stay, they bought laundry and dishwasher 

detergent in plastic that she would typically avoid purchasing herself. Similarly, Kat explains that 
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sometimes younger individuals interested in ZW living face resistance from their parents, who disagree or 

are unfamiliar with the rationale behind various ZW practices.  

Additionally, there can be an element of embarrassment in trying to practice ZW when people in 

one’s community are not familiar with it or on board with the idea. As Lacie shares,  

One of the biggest barriers, I think, that I face that I’m just now overcoming is really caring what 

other people think. […] No one else around me lives or lived [the way I do…] and it was 

embarrassing. You know, going to the cookout—and a lot of this has to do with my ethnicity and 

my background and cookouts are a thing for Black people—and I’m the only one that doesn’t 

want ribs […] So, I would say that was personally one of the things I had to get over was caring 

what people think. And to be honest I am grateful for blogging and Instagram because it was 

really refreshing to see other people [living like me].” (Lacie, @teachgogreen) 

Claire echoes this point when talking about publicly engaging with ZW content on social media, 

explaining that it can be “kind of a vulnerable situation to put yourself in” and “anytime you want to 

make a change in your life, the people closest to you are going to have friction with it whether it’s good or 

bad.” Indeed, people may encounter resistance from their communities when trying to transition to ZW. 

Recognizing this resistance, Claire decided to make her sustainable lifestyle Instagram separate from her 

personal account, as she did not want to deal with resistance from people in her life who were not 

interested in topics of ZW and sustainability. She and the other participating ZW content creators 

endeavour to compensate for the embarrassment or lack of support they received when they first started 

changing their lifestyle by creating welcoming communities on Instagram for people interested in ZW and 

sustainable living. 

Physical and Mental Health Requirements 

Physical and mental health requirements were noted by a number of survey respondents as 

significantly impacting their ability to practice ZW. Health can often impact one’s ability to engage with 

certain practices—for example, one cannot go plastic free when their medications come in disposable 

plastic packaging—or one’s capacity to pick up new ZW habits that require additional effort. One 

respondent explained that “chronic illness makes it functionally difficult to accomplish” (survey 

respondent). As noted by every participating content creator, ZW practices can demand time and energy 
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that those suffering from physical or mental illnesses may not have the capacity to expend. When asked to 

expand on factors influencing their engagement with ZW that were not otherwise mentioned in the 

survey, respondents shared the following:   

Sometimes mental health struggles lead to inability to sustain zero waste habits, e.g., on a bad 

mental health day I can’t cook and end up ordering takeout. (survey respondent) 

Sometimes self care is not practicing zero waste efforts. (survey respondent) 

Things like disposable diapers and instant noodles are some of the things I can’t really justify to 

let go of. If I’m spending my little free time doing diaper laundry – it’s just not something that’s 

good for me. (survey respondent) 

I am already experiencing burnout and need less effort ways to support my lifestyle and avoid 

more stress. (survey respondent) 

Anita also recognized this when she explained that it can be a privilege to have the mental space and 

capacity to think about and practice ZW.  

Parenting 

 Parenting is a hard task, which increases a household’s amount of waste, while simultaneously 

decreasing the amount of time available to deal with it. As Lacie explains, she has had to change her 

expectations for the sustainability of her household, by being more lenient with the waste and 

consumption associated with raising her children than she is for that created by her and her husband. 

Several survey respondents echoed this point, explaining, “Avoiding food waste is hard with young 

children” (survey respondent), “I have kids. It’s not easy to practice zero waste with children without 

banishing all fun for them” (survey respondent), and one just citing “All consuming children” (survey 

respondent). While having children can be a factor preventing people from engaging with ZW fully, Lacie 

feels it can also be an opportunity to teach children how to care for the environment and embrace 

imperfection. 

4.4.3 Economic Factors 

 Economic factors that appeared in this research as influencing people’s ability to practice ZW 

related mainly to income level and the affordability of ZW goods and amenities. Budget and income level 
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are factors frequently identified in the literature as limiting people’s ability to practice sustainable 

lifestyles (Axon, 2017). The findings of this study further validated this point, with all of the participating 

content creators mentioning it at least once, and 30.4% of survey respondents indicating that ZW living is 

too expensive. As Lacie shares, a “barrier for [her], has always been cost,” as the common aesthetic 

representation of ZW on social media is not attainable for her “in the tax bracket that [she’s] in.” Indeed, 

typical aesthetic portrayals of ZW on Instagram—like that provided in the introduction to this thesis—can 

contribute significantly to the lifestyle’s inaccessibility, as they generally require money, time, and access 

to specialty goods. As one survey respondent explained: 

I rarely see Zero Waste living [for] remote or rural populations with little access to resources. 

Food preparation and education for low income families working two or three jobs – while this 

does not include me it is often a thought when influencers say how easy things are. (survey 

respondent) 

The participating content creators recognize that the high price tag of ZW and sustainable goods 

is a barrier to people practicing the lifestyle and have endeavoured to promote a number of ways to 

circumvent these expenses. For example, Lacie shares about practices like reusing pasta sauce jars, 

instead of buying new, matching mason jars to store items in. Not only is this tip more affordable, but it 

also encourages individuals to reuse what they already have before consuming anything new, 

counterbalancing the above point that budgetary constraints can potentially limit a person’s ability to 

practice ZW. That said, Claire explains that the guilt of not being able to choose the sustainable or ethical 

product—due to budget constraints—can still be a challenge for those endeavouring to live a ZW or 

sustainable lifestyle. Devon furthers this point about the affordability of ZW by explaining that while it 

can require upfront costs that some people may not be able to make, ZW options can be more affordable 

in the long run. 

Additionally, a lack of commonly taken-for-granted yet luxury amenities can also prevent people 

from practicing ZW, as the importance of appliances like dishwashers and laundry machines is often 

overlooked. One survey respondent added that a major barrier for them is that: 
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I’m a germaphobe and using reusable rags for cleaning particularly nasty things sometimes turns 

me off, especially since I don’t have my own washer/dryer and have to pay to wash things. But if 

I had my own, I’d feel better about cleaning with reusable rags more often. (survey respondent) 

Many ZW practices like using reusable rags instead of paper towels to clean or electing to use cloth rather 

than disposable diapers rely heavily on access to facilities that can clean such items. Many content 

creators in the discourse analysis and interviews mentioned the water saving capabilities of using 

dishwashers rather than handwashing dishes, yet this is another amenity that is not accessible to all. Thus, 

a lack of access to certain goods and amenities can influence a person’s ability to participate in the 

lifestyle. 

4.4.4 Spatial Factors 

 Spatial factors relate to one’s proximity to certain resources, amenities, and aspects of 

infrastructure. The cost of ZW living can vary by location. 56.3% of survey respondents cited that they 

cannot easily access ZW resources, and nearly all of the participating content creators noted that those 

who reside outside major urban centers have less access to ZW goods or specialty services. For example, 

Devon explains that ZW goods are nearly impossible to access in remote locations like the Yukon, while 

Claire shares that a number of areas do not have access to crucial waste management infrastructure, let 

alone to specialty goods. Drawing on an example from her hometown, Claire explains: 

Some people don’t even have recycling where they live, […] like I think about my parents—who live 

in Oklahoma—they have no way to recycle unless they were to physically take it in themselves to the 

recycling plant, they live like 15 miles away, it’s not accessible to them. But when they’re [visiting 

California] they’re like ‘oh, this is so nice you recycle, I wish we were able to do that’. (Claire, 

@livinglowandculture) 

Lacie takes this point further by explaining that even in places where curbside pick-up is available, 

recycling facilities are still underequipped and largely unable to handle all of the materials they collect, 

especially when contaminated. Additionally, Anita notes that many people outside urban centers have 

limited access to public transport, which not only leads to higher costs for personal transportation, but 

also to the creation of a larger environmental footprint if they were to use their own vehicle. This 
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indicates the significant impact of infrastructure on a person’s ability to practice even the most basic 

aspects of ZW and sustainable living. 

However, location is not just a barrier for people living outside of urban areas. Devon—who 

resides in an urban center—has to drive thirty minutes across town to access a ZW specialty store. This 

often influences her to just use the mainstream grocery store nearby her apartment instead. While many 

cities may not have specialty ZW grocers, even those that do are not necessarily easy for all to access. Kat 

furthers this point, explaining that secondhand shopping—promoted by many content creators as one of 

the easiest ways to be sustainable—is not an option for people in certain areas or groups, as secondhand 

shops are not available in all areas, nor do they cater to people of all sizes. 

 Finally, it is worth noting that access to ZW goods and amenities is not only a spatial factor, but 

also an economic one, as the cost of certain products or services will also significantly a person’s ability 

to the access them. 

4.4.5 Extraneous Factors: The Uncontrollable Aspects of Life  

 Sometimes there are also uncontrollable aspects of life—like pandemics—that prevent one from 

being able to plan or prepare to do things in the most sustainable or low waste way possible. A number of 

survey respondents explained that this is a significant additional barrier they face to being ZW: 

Things that come up unexpectedly or last minute interferes [with my ability to be ZW]. (survey 

respondent) 

Zero waste is not always functional for my family and in my day to day life. (survey respondent) 

I do what I can when I can. (survey respondent) 

Limited time, external stressors in life that make zero waste less of a priority over convenience at 

times. (survey respondent) 

Indeed, as many of these research results have indicated, ZW practices often require advance planning, 

but circumstances will always arise when it cannot be practiced perfectly, if at all. A key example of this 

is the COVID-19 pandemic, with one survey respondent explaining: 
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My husband and I were reducing our household waste dramatically in 2019 and only purchased 

items in bulk, became vegans, made everything at home from scratch (nut milks, sauces, all 

meals, dishwasher tabs, etc.), but once the pandemic hit in March 2020, I found it extremely 

challenging to continue the life we had created the previous year, because most supermarkets 

didn’t even allow us to use our own produce or shopping bags. I had a lot of anxiety about it and 

thought it would be a few months of “exception” to the rules, but my husband became very 

comfortable (again) with buying all kinds of packaged things. We still eat a vegan diet and try to 

make more things from scratch, but my husband is more open to convenience and packaging than 

I am, so I am struggling with that. (survey respondent) 

In this way, survey respondents indicate how despite individual efforts, one cannot always control their 

ability to be ZW. 

4.4.6 Time 

 In addition to the knowledge, sociocultural, economic, spatial, and extraneous factors reviewed, 

lack of time was identified as a major barrier in both the interviews and surveys, with 35.7% of survey 

respondents indicating that ZW practices are too time consuming. When asked how she understands the 

term accessibility in the context of zero waste, Anita highlights the role of time—or lack thereof—

explaining that “accessibility is like time. This [motioning to indicate our call] is accessibility. Time in 

here [motioning to indicate the mind], the mental capacity.”  

Most of the ZW practices identified in Table 3 are time intensive, requiring a lot of planning and 

intention. A survey respondent expresses this point well: 

My biggest obstacle is time. It takes time to build habits like bringing reusable bags to the grocery 

store, a reusable mug to the coffee shop, etc. It takes time and effort to understand zero waste and 

actively avoid plastic. It takes time to have a grocery list and visit the bulk section or a zero waste 

grocery store. (survey respondent) 

Beyond the amount of time it takes to build habits and plan in order to consistently practice ZW, survey 

respondents explain that it can be hard to balance with their already busy schedules: 

To emphasize the time issue again, it is often difficult while working 3 jobs, 7 days a week to 

have the willpower to make coffee in the morning instead of buying, or not to get an afternoon 

cup when tired and you don’t have reusables with you. (survey respondent) 

Yet another survey respondent explains that with “limited time [and] external stressors in life […] zero 

waste [becomes] less of a priority over convenience at times”. Lacie shares an example from her own life, 
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explaining that when she was looking for a new pair of athletic shoes, she spent a bunch of time 

researching the most sustainable option, to finally land on one she wanted and then learn that the 

company was actually being sued for greenwashing. She shares how frustrating this can be, because she 

spends a lot of time researching, but knows that “for everyday busy moms, busy people, busy women, 

they may not have the time to do that. They’re just gonna go to the mall and get the newest Nikes and I—

I understand!” (Lacie, @teachgogreen). From the time it can take to pick-up new habits, research the right 

products, and fit new practices into one’s own life, it is clear that not everyone will be able to overcome 

the time barrier when endeavouring to live a ZW lifestyle. 

4.5 Discussion 

 In this chapter, I have explained who the participating content creators and their followers are, 

how they define ZW, how they practice the lifestyle, and what factors influence their ability to practice it. 

In this section, I will explore how these findings relate to the literature on sustainable lifestyles and the 

factors influencing people’s ability to practice them. 

4.5.1 Problematizing Definitions of ZW and Sustainable Lifestyles  

The literature review defined sustainable lifestyles as lifestyles built on an understanding of how 

everyday practices impact the environment (United Nations Environment Programme & Ministry of the 

Environment Sweden, 2010). They require people to rethink and alter the way they build their identities 

and relate to their communities and the environment (United Nations Environment Programme & 

Ministry of the Environment Sweden, 2010). This definition aligns with those of ZW and sustainable 

living shared by the participating content creators, as all recognize that ZW living entails a major shift of 

perspective and practices. However, a point that was heavily emphasized by the research participants, but 

that did not appear as significantly in the literature, was the fact that ZW and sustainable lifestyles can be 

highly unattainable, and require broad and flexible definitions if people are to be able to personalize them 

to work for their daily lives.  
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In accordance with Evans and Abrahamse’s (2009) assertion that sustainable lifestyles are 

constantly evolving collections of practices, the participating content creators all explained how they are 

constantly grappling with the meanings of ZW and sustainable living. Indeed, none of the participants 

appeared to have a firm definition or label for their lifestyles, despite the fact that they used terms like 

‘Zero Waste’ or ‘sustainable’ on their Instagram pages. Many take issue with the term ZW, because on 

the surface it has only to do with individual impact and waste reduction, is largely inaccessible, and 

promotes an all-or-nothing mindset.  

However, the participating content creators did indicate that as sustainable lifestyles like ZW 

mature and evolve, they seem to transition away from change at the individual level and towards 

advocating for structural change. This was indicated most strongly when Kat explained that she tries to 

use her platform as a funnel, introducing people to the movement by getting them interested in 

approachable small scale actions, then directing them towards practices which impact broader scales, like 

voting and protesting. This is also indicated in Table 3, which outlined how ZW practices are meant to 

impact individual, social, and structural levels. That said, this maturing or evolving of ZW was not 

mentioned by any of the survey respondents, indicating the need for further research exploring how ZW 

followers/practitioners perceive sustainable lifestyles. Indeed, while four of the participating content 

creators shared that political participation is an increasingly important aspect of their lifestyles, it was not 

a topic that came up in the survey responses from their followers. 

4.5.2 Privileged Practitioners 

 An interesting finding—already alluded to by critiques advanced within ZW Instagram 

communities on their lack of diversity and inclusivity—was that the majority of content creators and their 

followers fall into one ‘typical’ profile of being non-minoritized, middle to high income women from 

(sub)urban areas. In tandem with this came the finding that Anita and Lacie, the two participating 

racialized content creators, had higher portions of minoritized followers, with 58.11% and 52.94% 

respectively, compared to 35.9% for the rest of the participating content creators. While representation 
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did not appear in the literature reviewed for this thesis as a significant factor influencing people’s ability 

to practice sustainable lifestyles, this finding indicates a need for further research on the relationship 

between representation and participation in sustainable lifestyles.  

In addition to the fact that ZW practitioners appear to be mostly non-minoritized, they also appear 

to be predominantly women. Indeed, with 91.6% of all survey respondents identifying as women, a clear 

gendered division exists. Both Parker and Morrow (2017) and Wilde and Parry (2022) have already 

critiqued the fact that sustainable lifestyles—in their cases urban homesteading and ZW—increase the 

burden of feminized domestic labour, expecting women not only to care for their home and families, but 

also for the environment. However, despite the fact that all of the participating content creators and the 

majority of the survey respondents are women, nowhere in this study did anyone mention the topic of the 

gendered division of labour or refer to ZW as a gendered lifestyle. 

4.5.3 ZW Practices  

 This research shows that ZW is a lifestyle with a wide breadth of practice. As originally indicated 

by Spiteri (2021) in her framework of ZW themes, ZW practices can range from swaps meant to 

substitute low-waste alternatives for typically wasteful products, to efforts to educate and engage one’s 

community about environmentalism. However, this research finds that ZW goes beyond actions meant to 

impact individuals and their communities, to also encompass actions meant to incite structural change. 

This is shown in Table 3, which indicates how aspects of political participation were mentioned both in 

the discourse analyses and interviews. 

 This research identified one other element of ZW practice that has was not identified in the 

scholarly literature reviewed for this thesis. This element is labeled as ‘Spiritual’ in Table 3 and is defined 

as activities in which members engaged to nurture their innate connection to nature and to remind 

themselves of their purpose for trying to live sustainably. As described by a sample of the ZW content 

creators who participated in the interviews or were included in the discourse analyses, this spiritual 

element of practice had nothing to do with one’s physical environmental footprint but was instead about: 
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(1) allowing themselves to rest and become rejuvenated in a way that made them feel connected to the 

earth; and (2) reminding themselves of why they chose to live sustainably in the first place. 

4.5.4 Knowledge  

As outlined in the literature review of this thesis, a lack of knowledge can negatively influence a 

person’s ability to practice sustainable lifestyles in two key ways: (1) a lack of awareness of 

environmental issues leads people to overlook the significance of sustainable transitions; and (2) a lack of 

understanding of how to live more sustainably prevents them from adjusting their practices (Gifford, 

2011). This research mirrors the above points but recognizes them only as short-term barriers. 

Misinformation and greenwashing were also found to hinder people’s attempts to educate themselves and 

live more sustainably, as people end up believing information that is meant to intentionally misdirect their 

efforts. 

As Gifford (2011) argues, a lack of understanding is one of the first barriers to environmental 

action, as one is unlikely to practice sustainable living if they are not familiar with the why and how of it. 

This aligns with Lacie’s opinion that education is one of the first factors to consider when promoting 

sustainable lifestyles and that generally “people don’t know” or have not had information about the 

environment “communicated [to them] in a way they can interpret”. However, in accordance with the 

assertions of Axon (2017), this research indicates that information deficits are only early, short-term 

barriers, with nearly all research participants citing that they are knowledgeable about ZW, despite facing 

other factors that influence their ability to practice the lifestyle. This result is impacted by the fact that all 

research participants were already members of ZW communities on Instagram, meaning they are likely 

more knowledgeable about the topic than those outside of ZW communities. That said, for people 

interested in seeking out information on the environment and ZW, resources are easily available on social 

media, as is demonstrated by the success of the participating content creators. However, knowledge 

barriers may be more significant for those with limited access to the internet and internet-enabled devices. 

This echoes existing arguments from the literature about the ease with which one can address knowledge 
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gaps, as information about environmental issues and behaviours are now widely accessible (Barr & Gilg, 

2006; Hobson, 2001). Indeed, returning to Figure 21, the survey statements relating to knowledge barriers 

were the least and third least selected, indicating that while knowledge may be a minor barrier, there are a 

number of other influencing factors that respondents face more frequently and/or significantly. 

Misinformation and greenwashing are significant topics that have both received scholarly 

attention, however, they did not come up in my literature review. Indeed, they add another dimension to 

the issue of knowledge barriers and were presented by participants as something that can be avoided, yet 

that can still easily misdirect those less familiar with topics of sustainability and ZW. That said, this 

research revealed limited results on this topic, meaning it should likely be explored in greater depth in 

another research project. 

4.5.5 Values & Beliefs 

As outlined in the literature review of this thesis, one’s values and beliefs can in some cases be 

barriers to engaging with ZW and sustainable lifestyles, as they will influence a person’s environmental 

perspectives and their feelings of personal responsibility for environmental crises or sustainable 

transitions (Axon, 2017; Hobson, 2001; Shirani et al., 2015). However, many points about values and 

beliefs that emerged in the literature review were not present in my findings. For example, only 3.4% of 

survey respondents felt that it was not their responsibility to solve problems about waste or sustainability. 

This might be because this study only collected responses from people already creating or consuming ZW 

content and did not survey people from outside of ZW communities, who would likely have had different 

opinions on the topic.  

While none of the content creators cited their own values and beliefs as limiting their 

participation in ZW, some did share that their families and cultural groups were less open to ZW and 

sustainable lifestyles. This indicates that values and beliefs may still very much be barriers to those 

outside of ZW Instagram communities engaging with sustainable lifestyles, and that community support 

can be another significant factor influencing a person’s ability to practice ZW. Indeed, the socio-cultural 
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factor of missing community support was found in this study to hinder people’s participation in ZW, as 

their efforts were impacted by the actions of those they lived with, as well as by their experiences being 

embarrassed or singled-out as different from their fellow community members. In the end, community 

support appeared in this research as being a more significant barrier than personal values and beliefs, with 

27.4% of survey respondents sharing that they do not feel supported by their communities.  

In contrast to the literature, values and beliefs were found here to be enablers—rather than 

barriers—for engagement with sustainable lifestyles, as all of the participating content creators noted that 

it is their connection to the environment that encourages them to continue with ZW and sustainable 

practices, even when they become difficult. This is in line with Barr and Gilg’s (2006) argument that 

ideas about moral obligation and responsibility will significantly impacts one’s desire to start and follow 

through with a task, as well as Axsen et al.’s (2012) point that lifestyles are deeply tied to one’s self-

concept. When interviewing the participating content creators, it became clear that each had to some 

extent tied their self-concept—and certainly their Instagram persona—to the idea of caring for people and 

the planet. 

4.5.6 Structural Factors 

As previously detailed, structural barriers are aspects of economic, social, and political systems 

that influence one’s ability to access resources, amenities, or rights, and that are beyond one’s individual 

control (Gifford, 2011). This category of barrier was the most significant and wide reaching in the 

literature and appeared in this research more than any other. As detailed in the findings section of this 

chapter, structural barriers appeared in three main forms: sociocultural factors, economic factors, and 

spatial factors. Time was also an influential structural factor but was listed as its own category in the 

findings. These factors mostly align with the types of structural barriers originally identified in the 

literature, and fit well within Axon’s (2017) explanation of medium and long term barriers to engagement 

with sustainable lifestyles. Medium term barriers include those like budget, location, availability of 

goods, and time, as they are barriers that are not easily solved but could potentially be surmounted by 
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individuals and households based on their level of privilege and ability to gain the necessary resources or 

expertise. That said, these medium term goals have to do with much more than (in)convenience and are 

enough to prevent most people from being able to progress their ZW lifestyle. This is demonstrated by the 

fact that time, affordability, and access to ZW resources were the three most significant barriers in the 

surveys. Indeed, a number of survey respondents used an optional textbox in the survey to reiterate the 

fact that the time and cost of ZW living are some of their greatest issues with the lifestyle. However, as 

Axon (2017) explains, even those who are able to surmount such medium term barriers still have to 

grapple with the fact that predominant systems of capitalism and neoliberalism are environmentally 

unsustainable and are not conducive to ZW.  

Consumerist norms, along with experiences of representation and marginalization are both long-

term barriers, as they have to do with the structure of our society and require an overhaul entailing more 

than solely at-home practices for waste reduction. This is why practices like protesting and voting are 

included within Table 3. While political participation may not influence one’s individual environmental 

footprint, it is crucial if unsustainable and problematic systems are to be dismantled and things like ZW 

and circular economies are to be made attainable.  

The fact that existing hierarchies are still reflected by and replicated in alternative lifestyles like 

ZW demonstrates how significant long-term, structural barriers can be. For example, as previously noted, 

sustainable lifestyles and ZW replicate and further entrench existing gender dynamics, adding 

responsibilities to the already uneven and feminized domestic realm, effectively making environmental 

work women’s work (Parker & Morrow, 2017; Wilde & Parry, 2022). This is relevant to the sociocultural 

barrier of parenting, as while participants mentioned only the fact that it is difficult to uphold ZW 

practices while raising young children—and did not bring up the gendered division of labour in their 

household—one could question how household responsibilities and the feminization of certain tasks 

relate to the difficulty of practicing ZW as a parent. 
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Altogether, it is clear that there are issues with both the definition people have of ZW and the 

many barriers that arise preventing them from engaging with it. However, the issues with ZW stem not 

only from the barriers discussed in this chapter but have also to do with the early branding of ZW which 

has contributed to issues of perfectionism and the lifestyle’s inaccessibility. Findings related to these 

issues and a discussion of their connection to the literature will be reviewed in the next chapter.   
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Chapter 5: Imperfection and the Glitch 

 In this chapter I explore how the participating ZW content creators (1) intervene in norms in order 

to problematize wasteful and consumptive ways of living and (2) promote the concept of imperfect living 

in order to portray ZW as a feasible lifestyle. I then provide a discussion of ZW through the lens of 

clicktivism and glitch politics, considering where the lifestyle falls on the spectrum of movements present 

online. 

5.1 Zero Waste Content Creators Challenging Social Norms 

A common theme that came up organically in the interviews was the fact that the participating 

ZW content creators endeavour to do more than just promote ZW practices. In fact, these content creators 

also work to problematize and intervene in social norms and systems that do not align with 

environmentalism or ZW lifestyles. Within this theme of challenging social norms, five main subthemes 

arose. These included: (1) problematizing unsustainable norms like consumerism; (2) explaining the role 

of individuals in larger systems; (3) rationalizing ZW as a way to respond to environmental issues; (4) 

amplifying BIPOC voices; and (5) explaining intersectional environmentalism.  

Problematizing unsustainable norms  

One way in which ZW content creators intervene in norms—like consumerism—is by problematizing 

them and encouraging audiences to interrogate the reasons behind their behaviours and beliefs. For 

example, in reference to a post she shared about the frequency at which we should be washing our 

clothes, Anita explained that her concern is not just with encouraging people to reduce water and energy 

consumption, but also to care for material possessions in a way that allows them to last longer and 

prevents them from becoming unnecessary waste. She argues: 

How people consume is a problem. Especially fast-fashion. And looking at clothes – people are not 

valuing them […] because things like the fast-fashion business model have [taught us to think] that 

everything is disposable, everything is accessible and cheap. And so the post is not just about how to 

take care of your clothes, but it’s how to keep things longer. (Anita, @wetrashtalk) 



 

 

102 

 

Current models of rapid consumption and disposal increase our impact on the environment, which is why 

Anita campaigns for a shift towards slow and intentional consumption. Devon echoed this point when 

discussing a post she shared about how to reduce consumption, explaining that “all of living a sustainable 

lifestyle—a zero waste lifestyle—stems from reducing your consumption first. At least it did for [her].” 

As illustrated by Devon, her motivation to discuss the issue of overconsumption came from her own 

familiarity with it. As was also emphasized by Anne-Marie, the value some societies assign to material 

possessions can lead to consuming more products even when they have no obvious use:  

Like where do you put it? And what do you do with it at the end of life? Because recycling rates are 

really low and its not the fault of the municipalities, the companies are just producing too much, 

but—so if you buy something how do you, I mean, can you recycle it? Probably not. (Anne-Marie, 

@zerowastechef) 

It is in response to such questions prompt the content creators attempt to intervene at the source of the 

problem and explain to their audiences why capitalist norms like hyper consumption are problematic and 

unsustainable.  

Explaining individual impacts and one’s role in larger systems  

ZW content creators intervene in neoliberal, capitalist norms by explaining how a person’s 

individual practices uphold systems that lead to environmental (and social) issues, and how individual 

behaviours can help lead to broader change. This theme came up in all six interviews, with Kat pointing 

out that her biggest goal is to get people involved in movements campaigning for community and 

structural change: 

The ultimate goal I guess with my page is to encourage other people to get involved. Not just in 

making sustainable swaps in their own home—although I definitely would love to see more 

people do that—but I also want them to get involved in their community and [take] part in this 

larger system change kind of idea, which is a lot less tangible than just making swaps at home. 

(Kat, @sweet.sustainability) 

She explains that while much of her content is about individual daily practices, she aims to act as a 

funnel, introducing people to sustainability by showing them how they can reduce their individual impact, 

then explaining how they can also contribute to systems change: 
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I guess I kind of see my community—the education I’m trying to get across to my community—

as this kind of a funnel of bringing people in with this product-based content and kind of filtering 

towards looking at more of a global scale, or how they can make changes in their own 

community. (Kat, @sweet.sustainability) 

With that said, Kat also recognizes that “its hard to [participate in larger movements] without making 

these small changes or just realizing the sustainable aspects in your own home or in your own life first” 

(Kat, @sweet.sustainability). Indeed, she explains that in theory, larger scale actions should not be harder 

to take than household ones, but that people often need to understand their individual impact first in order 

to understand the contribution they could make to larger movements. She illustrates this with an example 

about waste reduction, explaining: 

If you can first identify and really take a look at how much waste you’re producing in your own 

home, then you might be able to understand the effects of not having a recycling program in your 

city, or not having a composting program in your building, or your community. (Kat, 

@sweet.sustainability) 

By using her platform to share information about the types of actions individuals can take, Kat provides 

her audience with tangible steps to impact the household scale and beyond. 

Rationalizing ZW or sustainable daily practices as ways to respond to environmental issues 

ZW content creators also intervene in neoliberal capitalist norms by explaining how individual 

actions can address and/or mitigate environmental and social issues. While the content creators note that 

political participation is needed to incite structural change, they also recognize that individual practices 

have a role to play. For example, Anne-Marie emphasizes the detrimental impact of food waste on our 

environment and explains that food waste is one of the areas where individuals can have the greatest 

impact. While most other environmental issues are caused by large corporations, “if you take a pie and 

you slice it up into little food waste slices, households waste the most food!” (Anne-Marie, 

@zerowastechef). As Anne-Marie notes in the caption of one of the posts she shared, food waste is an 

issue that can be easily addressed at home, and—while it is also crucial to hold corporations 

responsible—we cannot discount the significance of our daily practices at the household level. Eating all 

the food you have, getting creative with scraps, and composting that which remains, are all easy, tangible 
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steps that individuals may take if they wish to reduce landfill emissions of methane. While this is merely 

one example of how a participating content creator justifies ZW practices as a response to environmental 

issues, it demonstrates how ZW content creators can connect the lifestyle practices they promote to larger 

systems, allowing the information they provide to feel actionable and inspiring rather than intimidating or 

paralyzing. 

Amplifying the voices of Black, Indigenous, and People of Colour (BIPOC) 

ZW content creators also intervene in norms of white supremacy—that value certain (white, able, 

cis) bodies over others—by amplifying commonly silenced or underrepresented voices. Many of the 

content creators expressed that with their privilege, they feel the responsibility to use their platform not 

only to spread their own opinions and learnings about environmental issues, but also to amplify BIPOC 

voices. The main way content creators talked about amplifying voices other than their own was when 

considering intersectional environmentalism and racism. Kat explains that 

The approach I take is like a very intersectional approach and I also try to acknowledge different 

minorities and different barriers to living a sustainable lifestyle, but I also recognize that as 

someone—a white female with great privilege—I’m not going to be the one educating on other 

people’s experiences. So I try as best I can to amplify those other creators who are able to share 

that experience so that the followers that I have who are in those minorities can see that 

information as well. (Kat, @sweet.sustainability) 

Claire echoes this sentiment, explaining that she chose a repost from Isaias Hernandez of 

@queerbrownvegan—another creator who shares about environmentalism and sustainability—to discuss 

in her interview. She explains that she is “a big believer in intersectional environmentalism” and that it is 

important to her “to be resharing BIPOC creators on [her] feed because [she knows] a lot of [her] 

followers maybe aren’t exposed to that,” and she feels that it is important for them to hear from a diverse 

set of perspectives. By amplifying the traditionally marginalized or silenced voices, ZW content creators 

endeavour to make sustainable living intersectional and to make sure that their followers understand how 

environmental issues—like that of waste—effect not just the planet, but people too. 
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Explaining intersectional environmentalism and environmental justice 

 Finally, the participating content creators endeavour to intervene in social norms by discussing 

the concept of intersectional environmentalism with their followers, in order to promote awareness on the 

overlap between environmental and social issues. Since the founding of the Intersectional 

Environmentalist platform in 20205, intersectionality has become an increasingly recognized aspect of 

environmentalism, with four of the participating content creators referring to the concept and/or 

organization in their interviews. The content creators shared that while their platforms tend to focus on 

individual actions, they are also increasingly aware of how environmental issues tie into social justice, 

and the need to discuss such connections with their audiences. For example, one of the three posts Anita 

shared to discuss in her interview pictured her with her son at a memorial for the 215 Indigenous children 

whose remains were found on the site of the Kamloops residential school. She explains that while this 

may not appear to be as much about environmentalism and sustainable lifestyles as the other posts she 

typically shares, it is equally if not more important to critically engage with social injustices and 

recognize that we cannot hold them as separate from our day-to-day lives and lifestyles. Anita explains 

that “we all have a responsibility, [and] if you’re a content creator […] there’s a time where you need to 

show your values to people.” Indeed, as Anita points out, one cannot simply pick and choose what current 

events or social justice issues to heed and which to ignore, as all issues are intersectional and must be 

given sufficient consideration and representation. To further enforce this point, she adds that “the easiest 

thing to do is share what you’ve been reading with your audience. And if you’re not sharing, does that 

mean you’re not interested, and you think that it has nothing to do with you?” (Anita, @wetrashtalk). 

 Devon furthers this point about intersectional environmentalism by recognizing how sustainable 

lifestyles such as ZW are a privilege and are not realistic to a wide range of people for a number of 

 
5 Intersectional Environmentalist (a.k.a.: IE; @intersectionalenvironmentalist) is a community that started on 

Instagram, and focusses on “how to dismantle systems of oppression to protect people and the planet” (Thomas, 

2022, n.p.). Based on information gathered in a preliminary environmental scan for this research, a number of 

content creators in the IE community and on their council originally participated in ZW and sustainable lifestyle 

communities on Instagram but founded/joined IE because they felt that there was something missing in those 

movements (Thomas, 2020). 
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reasons. She shares a post she wrote on environmental classism and racism, breaking down for her 

audience the reasons why some aspects of the ZW movement can inadvertently shame or exclude certain 

groups. Devon draws on the example of people in the ZW community, exclaiming “I can’t believe so 

many people still use tampons” despite there being so many low waste period products on the market 

nowadays. However, she explains that in some cases tampons may be more affordable or more readily 

available, and that blanket statements such as the one above actually serve to diminish the actions of those 

who do not or cannot use the low waste option. She furthers this by explaining that “Our plastic [bans] 

can be an example of classism as some people can not afford or [access] plastic free alternatives” (Devon, 

@vancouversustainability).  

 While Anita and Devon each shared about intersectional environmentalism in different ways, 

both intended the same message to come through. This is that they believe their content must not only 

educate audiences on how to practice sustainable and ZW lifestyles, but also on how those lifestyles 

impact others, how environmental issues tie into social justice, and how not all aspects of sustainable 

lifestyles are accessible to all. 

5.2 Perfectionism in ZW Lifestyles 

 On top of their work to intervene in problematic social norms, the participating content creators 

also aim to combat the perfectionism sometimes associated ZW or other sustainable lifestyles. The 

following findings draw not only from the interviews and surveys, but also from the discourse analysis 

performed on the top five ZW content creator’s Instagram pages, as justified in the methods section 3.2.2.  

5.2.1 How Perfectionism Limits the Efforts of ZW Practitioners 

 Perfectionism is a major issue for those wanting to practice ZW, as the lifestyle is often portrayed 

as all-or-nothing. The desire to practice ZW ‘perfectly’ can cause a sense of overwhelm that prevents 

people from engaging in the lifestyle long-term, or even from trying it at all. In the caption of a Reel 

collected from @impactforgood for the discourse analysis, Jessica shares that: 
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I actually can’t get over how exclusive the environmental community is though. For YEARS I thought you 
had to be vegan, or only buy second hand, or be plastic free, or be any other thing rude people have 
commented on my page :’)). But turns out the only thing you have to do to be a part of the sustainability 

movement is ✨care✨ 

This resulted in an influx comments from people agreeing that perfect environmentalism is rarely 

realistic. Commenters shared how they are tired of the concept of perfect environmentalism, saying it 

makes no sense to them, and that we should applaud all efforts—big or small—to live sustainably. They 

also argue that once people can accept the idea of imperfection, they will be less discouraged and more 

motivated. Claire echoed this sentiment in her interview, saying that perceptions that one has to be 

completely plastic free or vegan to be ZW are reductive and unsustainable in the long term. In fact, this is 

a large aspect of why people are increasingly less comfortable with the term ZW—as was discussed in 

Chapter 4—as its perfectionist connotations make it inaccessible for many.  

Tara of @zero.waste.collective also shares about the issue of perfectionism in Zero Waste when 

linking to a blog post she wrote entitled “Why I’m not “Zero Waste” Anymore.” In response to Tara’s 

Instagram and blog posts, comments echoed the understanding that ZW is unrealistic for the vast majority 

of people. A few commenters said that perfectionism only sets people up for failure, as it makes them feel 

like they are imposters if they are not able to practice ZW in all aspects of their life. One also shared that 

it is of the greatest importance to be non-judgemental and supportive of people as they go on their own 

ZW journeys. While ideas of perfection are shown to be a factor limiting people’s ability to practice ZW, 

it appears that many have attempted to take this in stride, engaging with select ZW practices that work for 

them, but not giving themselves the strict label of being ZW. On this note, Lacie explains that: 

I also have this mindset that we don’t all have to be Zero Waste to make an impact. If we all do 

what we do consistently, we could see incredible change, we really could. And that’s where I try 

to focus, so [instead of ZW] the term I choose to use is eco-conscious. (Lacie, @teachgogreen) 

Indeed, to subvert the issue of perfectionism, efforts to be imperfectly ZW or sustainable were a common 

theme amongst content creators and were observed throughout the discourse analysis.  
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5.2.3 Combatting Perfectionism  

Content creators endeavour to combat perfectionism and subsequent feelings of overwhelm by (1) 

presenting ZW in ways that make it seem realistic, approachable, and easy; and (2) being open and honest 

about their own journeys. 

Presenting ZW in ways that make it seem realistic, approachable, and easy 

ZW content creators use their platforms to combat perfectionism by presenting it in ways that make it 

seem realistic, approachable, and easy. In addition to efforts to avoid shame and make ZW seem less 

intimidating, the participating content creators also endeavour to present ZW as something which is 

flexible and imperfect and can be practiced in a variety of ways. A point about this from the interviews 

was the idea of sharing realistic rather than ‘sexy’ content, as early representations of ZW focused a lot on 

aesthetics, while overlooking important core—but not-so-beautiful—aspects of the lifestyle, such as using 

what you have before going out to buy items. When discussing the fact that food waste receives less 

attention than other aspects of ZW because it is less aesthetically appealing, Anne-Marie shares that 

[It] kind of bothers me. I mean, its not just about the pretty jars, and I mean I’ve posted lots and lots 

and lots of jars. But you know occasionally—I don’t know—I’ll just I’ll hear criticisms about Zero 

Waste, and I think maybe that’s associated with that aesthetic, but you know there’s so much more to 

it. (Anne-Marie, @zerowastechef) 

Indeed, many of the interviews emphasized the fact that ZW is inevitably an imperfect lifestyle, as 

one can only control a small portion of the waste stream, and as our personal circumstances will greatly 

impact our ability to practice ZW. Claire emphasizes this point, arguing: 

there’s multiple ways to the same goal and I personally know Zero Waste isn’t attainable. Even the 

people who say they’re Zero Waste, they’re not accounting for [all of their] upstream and 

downstream waste. They’re just looking at what they have in their household and that is just [not the 

full picture]. (Claire, @livinglowandculture) 

Claire also used the posts she shared for the interview and survey to make this point, with one post 

detailing how her outfit comprised of “sustainable and not” items is a perfect way to “point out how 

imperfectly [she] live[s] sustainably.” By providing realistic and imperfect representations of ZW, the 

content creators endeavour to make the lifestyle more accessible for greater numbers of people to 
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practice. Returning to the earlier point of Claire sharing that she prefers to consume content of people 

being imperfect, she also endeavours to normalize such imperfection for her followers, saying  

I think just finding people on Instagram who weren’t promoting just their jar of plastic [is helpful, 

because with that] mindset I feel like there’s an easy burnout. Like three months in you’re like 

‘well I want takeout’ and [it feels] shameful—I mean just have the takeout its fine. You’re not 

going to save the planet just because you didn’t have the takeout that one time. (Claire, 

@livinglowandculture) 

Overall, the representation of ZW as realistic and approachable helps combat perfectionism, as it 

is intended to make people feel as if the lifestyle could be attainable for them no matter their 

circumstances and avoids the intimidation factor that has typically been associated with ZW.  

Being open and honest about their own journeys 

Many of the content creators also explained the fact that by being open and honest about their 

own experiences with the lifestyle, they are better able to connect with their audiences about the difficulty 

of living sustainably. By leading by example or sharing stories about their own mistakes, the content 

creators allow their audiences to see how a ZW lifestyle can play out in real life. Such realistic 

representations have the potential to make the lifestyle seem more attainable and less overwhelming. This 

was shown by Devon of @vancouversustainability when discussing a post about eco-anxiety that resulted 

from her own guilt about using a disposable to-go cup. As she explains in the caption:  

Yesterday I was feeling so tired while I was out before an appointment, so I had to stop to get a 

take away coffee. I forgot my take away coffee cup. This is one of my plastic free July goals. 

(Devon, @vancouversustainability, caption of eco-guilt post)  

Devon explained that even sharing something as simple as forgetting her reusable cup led her to connect 

more with her followers and feel their support as a community. By being open and honest about her daily 

trials as someone who endeavors to practice a ZW lifestyle, Devon was not only able to gain support from 

her Instagram community, but also demonstrated for others that this lifestyle can be attainable for them if 

they accept the idea of imperfection. Along similar lines, when asked what inspires her to continue 

sharing about her sustainable lifestyle on Instagram, Lacie shared: 
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Honestly, this is just my life at this point – this is how I live. And I think that helps, that I am not 

trying to portray something that I don’t personally do, so in a sense it’s that I’m just sharing my 

life. (Lacie, @teachgogreen) 

In this sense, portrayals of ZW on Instagram are not solely focused on ZW practices, but more on how 

such practices integrate into a given content creator’s daily life. Indeed, Lacie’s page is not about how to 

be ZW with two young children, but how ZW and eco-conscious practices fit within the context of her 

day-to-day life and is meant to inspire her followers to figure out which practices suit them best.  

5.3 The Future of ZW Lifestyles 

Despite the issues that the participating content creators expressed with the idea of ZW in Chapter 

4, and the problematic discourse of perfectionism used by some practicing ZW presented thus far in 

Chapter 5, there is a divergence in opinions on where the lifestyle will go from here. For example, Devon 

shares that while ZW has been trending recently on Instagram, she does not think it has fully taken off 

yet. She believes ZW will continue to gain traction and lead to low waste products becoming more readily 

available. Contrastingly, Claire shares that she is seeing people move away from ZW and towards things 

like intersectional environmentalism and placing the onus on corporations instead of consumers. 

However, she does caution against people completely releasing the idea of personal responsibility, 

arguing rather for a lifestyle that advocates for change on multiple scales ranging from individual to 

systemic. A respondent to Kat’s survey reflects this idea, explaining that 

There is currently a trend to direct the blame away from consumers and more towards big 

corporations as they are the ones who produce greenhouse gases. While I completely agree with 

the movement of imperfect sustainability and taking the blame away from consumers, I still think 

we need more encouragement in this community. Individual actions still matter. There is often 

“climate change” burnout in this community and we need people to know that it is ok to take 

small steps, but that they need to be taken none the less, and that they matter. I am afraid the zero 

waste community on Instagram is stepping away from encouraging individual action at the 

moment. Having influencers continue to promote their zero waste lifestyles is a good step to 

inspire others and so more little steps need to be encouraged and uploaded for people to see. 

(survey respondent) 

While these are just a few conflicting perspectives on the potential future of ZW, they highlight the 

importance of lifestyle movements and individual action, and the hopes that however these movements 

evolve, they continue to grow and lead to changes in the way we live. 
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5.4 Discussion 

 The following discussion is based on the findings presented in both Chapters 4 and 5 and uses 

insights from the literature on clicktivism and glitch politics to consider where the ZW lifestyle 

movement fits on the spectrum of online activism. 

5.4.1 Clicktivism and Performativity 

 The idea that clicktivism allows social media users to perform activism and allyship without 

making a continued commitment to a movement (Kristofferson et al., 2014; Nayar, 2018; White & 

Kristofferson, 2018) brings a critical eye to lifestyle movements like ZW, which have become 

popularized on social media and are often tied to aesthetics. However, the findings of this research 

suggest that while ZW is portrayed on Instagram in an aesthetic and enticing way, it is a lifestyle 

grounded in practice, where the majority of the work is performed offline. This is demonstrated both by 

the breadth of ZW practices identified in Table 3, as well as by the findings in this chapter which outline 

how the participating content creators use their platforms to challenge social norms and to educate people 

on the significance of individual action. While clicktivism is comprised of token displays of online 

support made without the requirement of continued commitment to a cause (Kristofferson et al., 2014; 

Nayar, 2018; White & Kristofferson, 2018), ZW is shown in this research to be something that the 

participants have committed to doing in their personal lives, whether or not they share about it on social 

media. Additionally, while clicktivism is critiqued for replacing on-the-ground activism with 

performative actions (Nayar, 2018; White & Kristofferson, 2018), ZW as explored in this study is shown 

to be practiced offline the majority of the time, with only snippets and highlights being shared on 

Instagram. In this sense, while other relevant critiques of ZW lifestyles exist, it is found here to be 

grounded in practice and reach far beyond the scope of clicktivism. 

However, in accordance with suggestions that social media platforms allow people to share 

curated and perfectionist presentations of their real lives (Harren et al., 2021; Peng, 2019), this research 

did find that ZW is often portrayed strategically on Instagram to only show its easier and more visually 
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appealing aspects. For example, when noting issues with ZW lifestyles, Anne-Marie shared that she 

sometimes wonders if critiques of the lifestyle as perfectionist and inaccessible come from the aesthetic 

portrayals that originally popularized the lifestyle. Similarly, both Claire and Lacie noted that online 

portrayals of the lifestyle feature beautiful, yet expensive goods that draw their attention, but that are not 

truly attainable or realistic for either of their lifestyles. In this sense, while ZW cannot be considered 

clicktivism, it can still be seen as performative in some scenarios, when content creators elect to show the 

aesthetically appealing aspects of the lifestyle, while keeping less-enticing visuals or practices off their 

screens. This resembles Michie’s (2022) point that even more ‘casual’ and seemingly ‘authentic’ social 

media posts are staged for public consumption, as content creators tend to share only those aspects of 

their daily lives which can be made to be appealing to the eye.  

5.4.2 Glitch Politics  

Having established that ZW is not clicktivism, but a lifestyle movement that spans on- and offline 

spaces, the question arises of whether ZW may constitute a glitch. To begin answering this, we can 

consider how the participating ZW content creators use their platforms to challenge social norms. Firstly, 

the content creators challenge social norms by problematizing wasteful and consumerist systems like 

neoliberalism and capitalism, situating the role of individuals in such systems, and detailing how people 

can use individual practices to challenge and subvert them. Indeed, on a social media platform which is 

meant to breed consumerism and thrives off of influencer marketing (Koay et al., 2021; Lee, 2022; 

Trivedi & Sama, 2020; Wielki, 2020), the ZW content creators endeavour to go against the status quo by 

encouraging people to be more intentional with their consumption. Secondly, they challenge norms by 

promoting intersectionalism and critical understandings of the relationship between environmental and 

social injustices. Finally, they combat the perfectionism of ZW lifestyles and Instagram, which have been 

characterized by the perceptions that one must live in a perfectly sustainable way if they are to be ZW, 

and present only their most ideal selves on social media. Based on these methods of challenging social 

norms, ZW communities on Instagram can be seen as a glitch, as they use digital platforms to create 
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“error in a social system that has already been disturbed by economic, racial, social, sexual and cultural 

stratification” (Russell, 2012, p. n.p.). Indeed, not only is the concept of not creating waste a glitch in 

systems of mass consumption, but so is the concept of imperfection a glitch in social media platforms 

commonly seen to only share ‘perfect’ aspects of people’s lives that are tailored for the public gaze (de 

Lenne et al., 2020; Harren et al., 2021; Michie, 2022; Sedera & Lokuge, 2020). 

 However, despite the fact that the above description of ZW communities situates them as glitches, 

this research also uncovered details about how typical understandings and portrayals of ZW can uphold 

problematic systems as well. For example, some ZW content creators purposefully or inadvertently 

uphold consumerism by remaining a part of the influencer marketing scene on Instagram, contributing to 

materialism, whether or not the consumption choices they encourage are meant to be more ‘ethical’ or 

‘sustainable’. In fact, all but one of the participating content creators share sponsored posts on their 

Instagram pages, yet all maintain the fact that they will only partner with a brand if they believe in its 

mission and environmental stance. This finding reinforces the conclusions of many researchers who have 

concluded that content creators (SMIs) significantly impact the consumption choices and patterns of their 

followers (Campbell & Farrell, 2020; Haenlein et al., 2020; Koay et al., 2021; Kwak et al., 2018; Wielki, 

2020; Zhou et al., 2021).  

Additionally, despite the efforts of the participating content creators to combat perfectionism, ZW 

can contribute to an unhealthy focus on perfection—which is tied to capitalism’s focus on success and our 

ideals about the right or best way to live—as original portrayals of the lifestyle made it seem all-or-

nothing. ZW was also shown to be a privileged and inaccessible lifestyle, not only by the fact that the 

average survey respondent was shown to be a non-minoritized woman between the age of 24-34, with an 

annual household income between $80,001 and $150,000, residing in an urban area, but also by the fact 

that the barriers identified in this research all require substantial resources and time to overcome. This 

then weakens the argument that ZW may be considered a glitch, as while the lifestyle may in some ways 

subvert neoliberal, capitalist systems, it is still only accessible to a small portion of the population and 
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does not sufficiently problematize social issues like racism, classism, homophobia, and transphobia. As 

Leszczynski (2020) explains, the power of glitch politics lies in the fact that it can be used by ordinary 

individuals, even if they do not have the social, political, and economic capital often required to 

participate in collective resistance or lifestyle movements like ZW. Based on this, while ZW lifestyles 

may constitute a glitch through the fact that they use digital platforms to intervene in social norms, they 

are not ‘glitchy’ enough, as they are exclusive ways of living that not all can access the tools for. 

However, as Russell (2012) noted in her initial article coining the term glitch feminism, “It is a long road 

ahead, we are in beta, yet the necessary “malfunction” is well underway” (n.p.). With this in mind, ZW 

could be regarded as being ‘in beta’—a prototype in the final stages of development—with the potential 

of becoming a glitch if it were to overcome its limitations, as characterized in sections 4.1 and 4.3.  

 Following along with the concept of ZW being ‘in beta,’ many of the participating content 

creators either alluded to or directly stated the fact that they are feeling an increasing shift away from ZW 

and towards things like intersectional environmentalism. Indeed, of the six participating content creators, 

four mentioned the concept of intersectionality, an interesting finding considering the fact that 

intersectionality is not typically associated with the ZW lifestyle. Additionally, a substantial portion of the 

practices listed in Table 3 went beyond actions that only impacted one’s individual footprint—like those 

included in Spiteri’s (2021) ZW framework—to also include those meant to contribute to larger structural 

change. The introduction of an intersectional approach into ZW lifestyles has the potential to increase the 

glitchiness of ZW by (1) leading it to focus on social as well as environmental crises, something Anita, 

Kat, Claire, Devon, and Lacie all emphasized in their interviews, and (2) creating a more open-ended and 

forgiving understanding of what ZW and sustainable lifestyles can look like, a point that all six 

participating content creators and a large number of survey respondents emphasized. Indeed, as Elwood 

(2021) characterizes glitches as an opportunity for ‘thriving otherwise’, an intersectional lens as held by 

many of the research participants may help rewrite the possibilities of ZW and sustainable lifestyles 

beyond individual footprints and as “possibilities of other worlds and relations” (p.210). With this in 
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mind, the question then arises of whether the definition of ZW is changing, or if a shift is occurring 

towards a new—glitchier—lifestyle (or) movement.  

 While ZW itself may not entirely fulfill the role of a glitch or meet the possibilities of thriving 

otherwise, it does demonstrate the potential for digital platforms like Instagram to foster the growth and 

spread of lifestyle movements, and to create critical communities. Indeed, while ZW as characterized in 

this thesis and by the research participants is flawed, its popularity and continued presence on Instagram 

demonstrates the fact that an online communities can come together to move beyond clicktivism and 

create well-intentioned movements that have the potential to constantly change and evolve as people 

become more aware of global crises.  
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

6.1 Thesis Summary 

 This thesis has explored how both ZW content creators and their followers perceive and practice 

ZW lifestyles, concluding that while many feel that sustainable ways of living are important, few are 

confident in how such ways of living should be practiced, or if they are sufficient solutions to modern 

environmental and social crises. The original aim of this thesis was to examine how ZW content creators 

portray the lifestyle online in appealing and accessible ways, and how those portrayals are subsequently 

taken up by audiences. However, the research objectives and methods revealed much more about ZW 

lifestyles than just how they are portrayed and taken up. The following reviews each of the research 

objectives and how they were met. 

Objective A: Identify specific practices and activities associated with ZW to gain an understanding of the 

term’s meaning and of what the lifestyle truly encompasses. 

Objective A was met through the use of two separate Instagram analyses, along with the 

interviews with the participating content creators and the surveys with their followers. Each of these 

methods shed light on the ways people define and perceive ZW and allowed me to identify practices and 

activities associated with ZW living. The findings for this objective can be found in sections 4.1 and 4.2, 

with the specific practices being displayed in Table 3. The practices identified ranged in theme, scale and 

resources required, and went well beyond individual actions commonly associated with ZW lifestyles, to 

also encompass political participation and intersectional reflection.  

Objective B: Examine how ZW content creators use their Instagram platforms to educate audiences and 

promote the lifestyle. 

Objective B was met through the use of both of the Instagram analyses and the interviews with 

the content creators. These methods revealed how the participating content creators provide easy tips and 

actionable information when endeavouring to engage with their audiences and promote the lifestyle. 
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Chapter 4 discussed factors influencing people’s ability to practice ZW, while also noting how the content 

creators endeavour to compensate for such barriers. Additionally, Chapter 5 reviewed how perfectionism 

can be detrimental to one’s participation in ZW lifestyles, and how the participating content creators 

endeavour to combat this by sharing about their own mistakes and approaches to living imperfectly. 

Overall, the participating content creators were intentional in their portrayals of ZW and thoughtful about 

the purpose and potential impact of the content they shared on Instagram. 

Objective C: Examine how portrayals of ZW on Instagram influence audience engagement with the 

lifestyle. 

Objective C was met through the use of surveys with the participating content creators’ Instagram 

followers. By connecting not only with ZW content creators, but also with their followers, I was able to 

uncover more information about how online portrayals of ZW are actually perceived and taken up. The 

findings relevant to this objective were spread throughout both Chapters 4 and 5. In Chapter 4, 

information about how the survey respondents define, practice, and take issue with ZW allowed me to 

flesh out practices to include in Table 3, and provided additional evidence about factors influencing 

people’s ability to practice ZW. In Chapter 5, the findings presented in section 5.2 were supplemented by 

feedback from survey respondents about unrealistic portrayals of ZW and the overwhelm one faces when 

trying to practice ZW perfectly. Overall, the followers who participated in this research were very much 

engaged and influenced by the work of the participating content creators, whether or not they had been 

familiar with ZW lifestyles before following the creator(s) on Instagram. Indeed, the work of each content 

creator served to remind the followers of why they wanted to participate in the lifestyle, while also 

providing them with new, creative ways to practice it. 

Objective D: Identify specific barriers that prevent people from engaging with Zero Waste to gain an 

understanding of the lifestyle’s level of accessibility.  

 Objective D was met through the use of all of the research methods (both Instagram analyses; 

interviews with content creators; surveys with followers). The findings of this objective were included in 
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both Chapters 4 and 5, with Chapter 4 reviewing all of the factors influencing people’s ability to practice 

ZW, and Chapter 5 focussing specifically on the issue of perfectionism. Overall, the barriers identified in 

this thesis reflected the importance of structural change, as people shared about how they overcame their 

lack of knowledge and/or community support, only to be unable to surmount issues caused by insufficient 

infrastructure or limited access to ZW goods and amenities. 

6.2 Scholarly Contributions 

 This research furthers academic understandings of ZW by responding to Spiteri’s (2021) 

questions of “how ZW practitioners identify themselves in relation to the ZW lifestyle” and “what role 

[…] online communities play in providing support mechanisms and information resources for ZW 

practitioners” (p. 263). Based on the findings of this research, ZW practitioners appear to have 

complicated and constantly evolving relationships with the lifestyle, with very few participants 

identifying as ZW, despite the fact that they identify many of their practices as being ZW. However, the 

findings of this thesis also indicate how instrumental online communities can be in: supporting one’s 

endeavours to be ZW; providing continued inspiration; and drawing the interest of new people. Indeed, 

online ZW communities are key places where people can receive encouragement and tips for overcoming 

the countless barriers to practicing ZW. 

 Another contribution of this research is the light it sheds on barriers to engaging in ZW and other 

sustainable lifestyles. Not only does this research provide more detailed examples of barriers already 

identified in the literature on sustainable lifestyles, but it also explores additional barriers—like 

perfectionism—that have yet to be considered as widely. 

 Finally, this thesis has also advanced a consideration of how movements promoted on social 

media—like ZW—may be on a glitch-y trajectory. Glitch politics is a phenomenon that is still in need of 

further scholarly exploration, but that poses an interesting question of how online spaces can be used to 

subvert problematic systems. While the current state of the ZW movement may not fully constitute a 
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glitch, it is useful to consider what its promotion and growth in popularity on social media can mean for 

the trajectory of other alternative ways of living and lifestyle movements. Additionally, this study of ZW 

provides further information on the capacity of social media platforms to grow movements like ZW and 

share information, even if it goes against the status quo. 

6.3 Practical Contributions 

 An important aspect of this research was not only to expand scholarly understandings of ZW 

lifestyles and their portrayals on Instagram, but also to give something back to the ZW community in 

return for their participation. This thesis explored and categorized numerous ZW practices and barriers to 

engagement, understandings of which will also be shared with the participating ZW practitioners. A 

consolidated version of Table 3, representing the main categories of action and the activities included 

within each will be distributed to the content creators and interested survey participants.  

Additionally—while all of the data for this thesis was gathered from ZW communities on 

Instagram—the discussion advanced here of the issues people have with ZW and the areas they think it 

needs to change may be useful in contributing to the lifestyle’s evolution. Areas identified as needing 

change included the lifestyle’s inaccessibility, as well as its issues with gatekeeping and perfectionism. As 

noted in the interviews and surveys, these can be addressed both by pushing for a structural shift towards 

circular economies, and by promoting imperfection and community support, rather than judgement. 

Finally, a shift in understanding of the definition of ZW—potentially as a lifestyle that goes beyond the 

reduction of personal waste, to touch upon how individual actions (ranging from composting to voting) 

can enact larger systemic change and benefit both people and the planet—may help widen the horizons of 

what ZW can mean, and those who feel able to participate in it. 

6.4 Future Research 

 Beyond the above contributions, this study also reveals areas for future research. First of all, the 

sample of all participants from both the interviews and surveys for this study represented a relatively 
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small portion of the population, meaning more research is needed on how ZW is experienced by people of 

other backgrounds and who reside outside of Canada and the US. Indeed, while many barriers to 

practicing ZW in Canada and the US were identified in this research, said countries are likely some of the 

easiest to practice ZW in, due to the rising number of ZW specialty stores in their urban centers. Based on 

this, research on ZW in countries with fewer ZW services may identify a wider range of barriers. 

 Future research is also warranted on the @intersectionalenvironmentalist platform in particular, 

as this thesis has identified it as a potential step forward and move away from the problematic, 

perfectionist, and individualist nature of ZW. Research is needed on how intersectionalism has grown in 

popularity on social media and the effect it has had on existing lifestyle and movements, as even the 

participating ZW content creators spoke of their shift towards viewing sustainable lifestyles with more of 

an intersectional lens. 

From a methodological perspective, research is also warranted on what the growth of social 

media means for the future of photo-elicitation. Indeed, social media places more emphasis on images 

than ever before, yet also adds additional layers of meaning to the creation and reading of photos, as 

personal pictures are increasingly curated for the public eye. Future studies could question how the 

significance of a photo is changed when taken expressly for social media. Will it have the same degree of 

sentimental meaning as a photo taken for personal use? Will it introduce new feelings or concerns based 

on the nature of comments or number of likes it received? Additionally, studies could explore how a 

photo posted on social media is perceived differently by the person who posted it versus the people who 

are viewing it. Will the viewers obtain the same meaning and value from the photo as the person who 

posted it? Which party might perceive more layers of meaning from the photo? Will the viewers’ 

perceptions influence that of the person who posted it (or vice versa)? 

In conclusion, ZW is a lifestyle movement that is continuing to grow in popularity and has the 

potential to change people’s everyday practices and environmental attitudes. That said, its content 

creators and advocates are continuing to grow and evolve, focussing no longer on solely individual 
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impact, but moving to also include political participation and push for the structural changes needed to 

make sustainable living realistic, and to mitigate environmental issues like climate change. ZW 

practitioners—both content creators and their followers—are using digital platforms like Instagram to 

popularize the lifestyle. Reflected in their work is the potential for digital platforms to be used to promote 

sustainable living and a critical awareness of global crises. 
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Appendix A 
INFORMATION LETTER AND CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

You are invited to participate in a research study entitled: Investigating the Zero Waste 

Movement: Social Media and Sustainable Lifestyles at the Household Scale. 

The study is conducted by Dr. Roberta Hawkins and Caroline Beninger, from the Department of 

Geography, Environment and Geomatics at the University of Guelph, Canada and is funded by 

the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council. 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

This study is interested in how Zero Waste content creators portray the lifestyle online in 

appealing and accessible ways and how these portrayals are taken up by audiences. You are 

being asked to be part of this study because of your expertise and experience in this area. You 

must be 18 or older to participate in this study. 

PROCEDURES 

If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to do the following things: 

1. Participate in an online interview that will last approximately 60-90 minutes (scheduled 

at your convenience).  

2. Agree to this interview being audio recorded so that a written transcription can be made 

of our conversation. 

3. Consent to the information you provide in the final edited interview transcript being 

used in publications and potential future research as direct quotations. 

4. Consent to being identified as a participant in this study. 

5. Consent to us using three of your Instagram posts that you select yourself for discussion 

in the interview and to be included in the survey and the final publication. 

6. Consent to sharing a survey on the topic of audience engagement with your followers 

via your Instagram account. 

7. Optional: Review the written transcription from our interview and make any changes if 

you wish to clarify your points or remove sensitive information. 

PHOTO SELECTION GUIDELINES 

The objective of this interview is to examine how you, as a Zero Waste content creator, use 

digital platforms to educate your audience and promote Zero Waste lifestyles, with specific 

attention to how you use social media to make Zero Waste more appealing and accessible. 

Based on this, we invite you to select three of your original Instagram posts (image and caption 

both included) about Zero Waste that you believe to be particularly useful or relevant in 

promoting Zero Waste lifestyles. These posts will be the basis for your interview and will also be 

included in the survey we perform with your audience. 

POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO PARTICIPANTS AND/OR TO SOCIETY 
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• You will receive aggregate results of the audience engagement surveys to inform you of 

audience perceptions. 

• Findings from this research will be shared with academics, activists, and other actors 

involved or interested in Zero Waste lifestyles through the dissemination of research 

reports, publications, and infographics. The results will also be directly used in Caroline 

Beninger’s (a member of the research team) Master’s research. 

• If you are interested, a final report and any copies of relevant publications will be sent 

to you via email when complete. Please verbally indicate to the researcher if you are 

interested in receiving these findings and provide them with the best email address to 

send this information. 

POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 

You might feel uncomfortable answering questions about your perception of or engagement 

with Zero Waste lifestyles. For example, you might be concerned about inadvertently disclosing 

information that could harm your reputation as a content creator or harm the reputation of the 

Zero Waste community more broadly. 

To avoid/lessen this discomfort: 

1. You may choose to skip any questions you wish or end the interview at any time. 

2. You will be sent a file containing the written transcript from our interview within two 

weeks of our conversation via a secure online file sharing platform (UofG’s OneDrive). 

3. If you choose to, you may make any edits that you wish to the transcript directly in 

OneDrive to clarify your points or remove any sensitive information. Please make these 

edits within one week of receiving the transcript. Only information from the transcript 

you have edited will be used in publications. We will focus our research publications on 

strategies to promote Zero Waste lifestyles as a whole rather than critiquing anyone’s 

individual practices or strategies. 

PAYMENT FOR PARTICIPATION 

As a thank you for your participation and as compensation for your time, we will offer you an 

honorarium of $150 to be paid in two installments. The first installment of $100 will be e-

transferred you upon completion of the interview, and the second installment of $50 will be e-

transferred to you upon completion of the survey.   

CONFIDENTIALITY 

You are agreeing to participate in an interview in which you will be identified as the participant. 

This means that any quotations from our interview that are used in the final research outputs 

(e.g. publications, infographics, etc.) will be directly linked to your name. You will have the 

opportunity to review and make any changes to the final transcript of our conversation before 

it is used it for research purposes. 

PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL 
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• You can choose whether to be in this study or not. 

• If you volunteer to be in this study, you may withdraw without consequences of any 

kind. 

• You may exercise the option of removing your data from the study within three weeks 

of participating in an interview. 

• You may refuse to answer any questions you do not want to answer and still remain in 

the study. 

RIGHTS OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS 

• You do not waive any legal rights by agreeing to take part in this study. 

• This project has been reviewed by the Research Ethics Board for compliance with 

federal guidelines for research involving human participants (REB#21-05-017). If you 

have questions regarding your rights and welfare as a research participant in this study, 

please contact: Manager, Research Ethics; University of Guelph; reb@uoguelph.ca; 

(519) 824-4120 (ext. 56606) 

If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact Dr. 

Hawkins at (519) 824-4120 ext 58166 or rhawkins@uoguelph.ca OR Caroline Beninger at 

beninger@uoguelph.ca 

ONLINE INTERVIEWS: 

VERBAL CONSENT OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT 

You will be asked to agree verbally (while being recorded) to the following statement: 

I have read the information provided for the study “Investigating the Zero Waste Movement: 

Social Media and Sustainable Lifestyles at the Household Scale” as described herein. My 

questions have been answered to my satisfaction, and I agree to participate in this study. I 

have been given a copy of this form. 

 

  

mailto:reb@uoguelph.ca
mailto:rhawkins@uoguelph.ca
mailto:beninger@uoguelph.ca
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Appendix B 
FOLLOWERS OF PARTICIPATING ZERO WASTE CONTENT CREATORS 

Investigating the Zero Waste Movement: Social Media and Sustainable Lifestyles at the 

Household Scale 

The following include loose scripts intended to guide the participating content creators in 

asking their followers to participate in the surveys for this research study. The content creators 

will be asked to inform their followers of the survey by posting either an Instagram Story or an 

Instagram Feed Post. Instagram stories are short videos which can have written text captions 

and are deleted after 24 hours. Instagram Feed Posts can be either videos or static images and 

are often accompanied by captions. Instagram Feed Posts remain on a person’s Instagram 

profile until deleted. Once the survey has been closed the content creators will be free to 

delete the Feed Post if they would like. The content creators will be able to choose either 

sharing method to tell their followers about the survey, as each creator may curate their 

Instagram profile in different ways and we do not wish to disturb that. 

INSTAGRAM STORY SPOKEN SCRIPT 

Note: This outlines a loose script for the content creators participating in the interviews to use 

when asking their Instagram followers to participate in the survey for this study. They will be 

asked to discuss the necessary points outlined here but will have the option to adjust the specific 

wording to fit the tone in which they usually address their followers. 

Hi Everyone, 

Are you a resident of the US or Canada? Do you want the chance to win a $100 gift card to get 

Zero Waste living supplies from earthhero.com or greenboheme.ca?  

I’m participating in a research study at the University of Guelph exploring the accessibility and 

online portrayal of Zero Waste lifestyles. The researchers have asked that I share this survey for 

you to respond to, as they want to know about your experience with Zero Waste living! 

The study is about the rise in popularity of Zero Waste lifestyles, how they are shared and 

promoted on social media, and whether such online portrayals positively impact the way 

people engage with Zero Waste practices in their daily lives. 

They would love to hear about how you engage with my content and Zero Waste practices in 

your everyday lives. Only the first 100 participants in the US or Canada who answer the survey 

will have a chance to share their thoughts and enter the draw, so make sure you don’t miss 

your chance!  

If you’re interested, please [swipe up / click the link] to participate! 

 



 

 

132 

 

INSTAGRAM STORY CAPTION SCRIPT 

Note: This outlines the text that the content creators should have captioning their Instagram 

Stories as they share the information outline in the Spoken Script (above) with their followers. 

This project has been reviewed by the Research Ethics Board for compliance with federal 

guidelines for research involving human participants (REB#21-05-017). Please contact the main 

researcher, Caroline, at beninger@uoguelph.ca if you have any questions. 

 

INSTAGRAM FEED POST CAPTION SCRIPT 

Note: As all Instagram Feed Posts must have some sort of visual element, the content creator 

may opt to combine this caption with an image that fits with their typical content (e.g. a shelf of 

bulk pantry goods in glass jars, or a picture of their garden). 

Are you a resident of the US or Canada? Do you want the chance to win a $100 gift card to get 

Zero Waste living supplies from earthhero.com or greenboheme.ca?  

I’m participating in a research study at the University of Guelph exploring the accessibility and 

online portrayal of Zero Waste lifestyles. The researchers have asked that I share this survey for 

you to respond to, as they want to know about your experience with Zero Waste living! 

The study is about the rise in popularity of Zero Waste lifestyles, how they are shared and 

promoted on social media, and whether such online portrayals positively impact the way 

people engage with Zero Waste practices in their daily lives. 

They would love to hear about how you engage with my content and Zero Waste practices in 

your everyday lives. Only the first 100 participants from the US or Canada who answer the 

survey will have a chance to share their thoughts and enter the draw, so make sure you don’t 

miss your chance!  

If you’re interested, please click the link to participate! 

This project has been reviewed by the Research Ethics Board for compliance with federal 

guidelines for research involving human participants (REB#21-05-017). Please contact the main 

researcher, Caroline, at beninger@uoguelph.ca if you have any questions. 
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