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Context

How much food do 
we waste?

-1/3rd of all food 
produced worldwide 
(worth around US$1 
trillion)

Where do we waste 
food the most?

-Household level



Vermont’s Universal Recycling Law (Act 148) 

“By 2020, all food scraps, including those from households, must be diverted 
[from landfills].”

- July 1, 2014 for generators of more than 104 tons/year (2 tons/week) 

- July 1, 2015 for generators of more than  52 tons/year (1 ton/week) 

- July 1, 2016 for generators of more than  26 tons/year (1/2 ton/week) 

- July 1, 2017 for generators of more than  18 tons/year (1/3 ton/week)

- July 1, 2020 for all businesses and residents



How will off-campus students comply with Act 148?

UVM off-campus student 
population
- 51% percent of UVM 

students live off-campus
- 5% of BVT population



Key Questions

What are UVM off-campus students’ perceptions and 
behaviors of food waste diversion?

What resources do students need to divert food waste in 
the future?

How does framing of the food waste topic influence 
perceptions and behaviors?



Methods

We sought a UVM off-campus student population through 
the UVM office campus student list-serve. Students were 
to participate in a four week food waste diversion project 
with pre and post-survey

● On a scale of 1-10, please rank your level of concern 
about food waste.

● Inquiry generated 121 responses

● 24 households took part out of intial 121 respondents

● Household size ranged from 1-8 people



Methods: Survey

We conducted a pre-survey of students 
when they came to pick up their food 
waste bucket. 

● Food waste topic “framed” with information 
about social or environmental issue or no 
additional information

Demographics

Challenges 

Perceptions 

Knowledge





Methods: Waste Collection

For the next four weeks participants 
diverted their food scraps in bins. 
Scraps were collected weekly and:

Weighed and then weighted by 
number of participants in a 
household

Photographed

Qualitatively assessed





Results: Demographics

Overall demographic characteristics of our survey were:
96% Caucasian
75% aged 18-24
75% earning $0-20,000
Hyper-engaged sample



Results: Food Waste

Average amount of food 
wasted per person per 
week: 3.6 pounds

No statistically 
significant changes in a 
household’s food 
waste over time

Overall we found 
evidence of both “food 
scraps” and food 
“waste”



Food that could have been edible









Results: Perceptions

“Do you think the amount of food you throw out is (More, 
The Same, Less) than the average American?”

- 91% believed they wasted less food than the average 
American

- Comparatively, 72% of Americans believe they waste 
less than the Average American (Neff et al. 2015)



Results: Challenges

“To what extent do you believe the following are challenges for composting: 

1.It can be time consuming

2.Negative social stigma

3.Policies that allow for composting

4.It smells bad

5.Transporting food waste to a composting facility

6.Environmental sustainability

7.Food Safety “

- Time = greatest perceived challenge (81% of respondents)



Results: Behaviors

- We found no significant effect of 
framing the issue of food waste as 
social or environmental on survey 
responses (but, small sample size)



Discussion

”Rate your level of concern about educational 
opportunities and food waste”

- 29% of students were significantly concerned about educational 
opportunities and food waste (33.33%).

- People don’t think they are the problem.  Further, they are less concerned 
about food waste than other issues 

People are wasting food- and much of that food is actual food waste, not just 
scraps



Discussion 

● Other key challenges include time and 
social stigma- so how can we make it 
as easy as possible for people?  
○ The social stigma may go away as it 

becomes law 

● Students want to continue to 
compost and most of ours (highly 
engaged students as a caveat) will 
likely do so, BUT….. composting is 
not a end all solution for food waste
○ The most effective strategy to reduce 

environmental impact is to not generate 
food waste in the first place

● Larger sample size could elicit more 
statistically significant results.
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- My advisor, Dr. Niles
- To all of the project participants
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- Alison Nihart of the UVM Food 
Systems Initiative
- Marge Keough of CSWD
- Representative Mary Sullivan
- Brattleboro Recycling Coordinator 
Moss Kahler

- Office of Student and Community 
Relations
- Office of Undergraduate Research
- Kristin Wolf of Champlain College
- Christina Erickson of Champlain 
College
- Brendan Fisher of the 
Environmental Program
- Casella Waste Management 
- Charlie Martin



References

-Neff, R.A., Spiker, M.L., Truant, P.L., 2015. Wasted Food: U.S. Consumers’ Reported Awareness, 
Attitudes, and Behaviors. PLoS One 10, e0127881.

-Roethlein, Mia. "UR Hauler Letter." State of Vermont Agency of Natural Resources, 03 Sept. 2013. 
Web. <http://www.anr.state.vt.us/dec/wastediv/solid/documents/LetterToHaulers_Sep2013.pdf

-World Resources Institute. http://www.wri.org/publication/reducing-food-loss-and-waste

-UVM Res Life. University of Vermont, 2016. Web. 20 Feb. 2016. <https://www.uvm.edu/~rlweb/>.

http://www.anr.state.vt.us/dec/wastediv/solid/documents/LetterToHaulers_Sep2013.pdf
http://www.wri.org/publication/reducing-food-loss-and-waste
https://www.uvm.edu/~rlweb/

