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Focus group findings of attitudes to food waste

Report background:

“Designing effective interventions to reduce household food waste” is a Fight Food Waste CRC’s research
project. The project reports will provide evidence-based insights covering food waste behaviours and
attitudes of Australian households, quantification of perceived and actual household food waste, advice
regarding priority segments, identification of global best practise interventions, household food waste
reduction interventions for priority segments, messages for selected intervention and cost-effective
methodologies for evaluating the impact of selected interventions.

How to read the reports in this series:

This report is one of six reports published in the series “Australian household food waste”. A summary of the
implications and evidence to support these is provided in “A summary of behaviours, attitudes, perceived
and actual food waste” whilst the other five reports provide detailed results. These being: “Survey findings
of behaviours and perceived food waste”, “Electronic-diary findings of recorded food waste and disposal
methods”, “Kerbside bin audit findings of actual food waste”, “Focus group findings of attitudes to food
waste”, and “Choice model findings of food waste reduction interventions”.

Contents
LIST OF TABLES ............................................................................................................................ II
LIST OF FIGURES .......................................................................................................................... III
1.

BACKGROUND ...................................................................................................................... 1

2.

METHODOLOGY.................................................................................................................... 3

3.

FINDINGS ............................................................................................................................. 5
3.1 Key Findings .................................................................................................................. 5
3.1. Contextual analysis ....................................................................................................... 6
3.2. Context of managing food and its waste, including the role of capability ........................ 7
3.3. Structural factors that make effective food management complex ............................... 10
3.4 What food management habits develop?..................................................................... 14
3.5 What values are associated with food and its waste? ................................................... 18
3.6 What social norms exist around food and food waste? ................................................. 19
3.7 What food management habits are developed? ........................................................... 20
3.8 Appeal of various behaviour change ideas ................................................................... 22

4.

DEVELOPING STRATEGIES TO REDUCE HOUSEHOLD FOOD WASTE ....................................... 24
4.1. Model of Change ......................................................................................................... 24
4.2. Evidence for developing the model of change .............................................................. 25
4.3. Facilitating changing behaviours .................................................................................. 26
4.4. Household types and implications for food waste ........................................................ 26
4.5. Challenges for sustained behaviour change from the focus groups ............................... 27

5.

DIRECTION FOR FUTURE RESEARCH ..................................................................................... 29
5.1 Key points on knowledge and expertise gaps ............................................................... 29

6.

CONCLUSIONS .................................................................................................................... 29

7.

RECOMMENDATIONS ......................................................................................................... 30

i

List of Tables
Table 1: Focus group methodology .........................................................................................................4

ii

List of Figures
Figure 1: Research phases .......................................................................................................................2
Figure 2: The methodology for the whole project ..................................................................................2
Figure 3: Focus group key findings ..........................................................................................................6
Figure 4: Contextual Analysis ...................................................................................................................6
Figure 5: Who manages household food? ...............................................................................................7
Figure 6: How Households are Different (part 1) ....................................................................................7
Figure 7: How households are different (part 2) .....................................................................................8
Figure 8: Quotes that Support the Finding that Households are Different .............................................9
Figure 9: Structural factors that make effective food management complex ......................................10
Figure 10: Characteristics associated with better food waste management – 1-5...............................10
Figure 11: Characteristics associated with better food waste management - 6-10 .............................11
Figure 12: Characteristics associated with better food waste management - 11-16 ...........................11
Figure 13: Characteristics of high food wasters ....................................................................................12
Figure 14: Meals prepared in Australia .................................................................................................13
Figure 15: Food that typically gets wasted ............................................................................................13
Figure 16: Where food preparation is learned ......................................................................................14
Figure 17: Perceived causes of food waste ...........................................................................................14
Figure 18: Contextual issues and positive and adverse habits relating to meal planning ....................15
Figure 19: Contextual issues and positive and adverse habits relating to shopping for food ..............15
Figure 20: Contextual issues and positive and adverse habits relating to meal planning ....................16
Figure 21: Contextual issues and positive and adverse habits relating to cooking...............................16
Figure 22: Contextual issues and positive and adverse habits relating to food storage.......................17
Figure 23: Contextual issues and positive and adverse habits relating to food disposal......................17
Figure 24: Where are food management skills lacking? .......................................................................18
Figure 25: Importance of food and values at play with food waste......................................................18
Figure 26: Instinct & Reason's need map ..............................................................................................19
Figure 27: Is food waste perceived as socially acceptable? ..................................................................19
Figure 28: Improving food management skills using tools to help storing of food in fridge ................20
Figure 29: Improving food management skills using better tools to get portions right .......................20
Figure 30: Improving food management skills by learning how to use leftover food better ...............21
Figure 31: Improving food management skills by getting better at checking fridge stock before
shopping ................................................................................................................................................21
Figure 32: Improving food management skills by using messaging ......................................................22
Figure 33: Barriers to change .................................................................................................................22

iii

Figure 34: Potential drivers of change ...................................................................................................23
Figure 35: Strategies to encourage food waste reduction ....................................................................23
Figure 36: Model of change to reduce household food waste .............................................................24
Figure 37: Evidence for developing the model of change to reduce food waste .................................25
Figure 38: Facilitating changing behaviours to reduce food waste .......................................................26
Figure 39: Household types and implications for food waste ...............................................................26
Figure 40: Challenges for sustained behaviour change from the focus groups ....................................28
Figure 41: Future research.....................................................................................................................29
Figure 42: Challenges from sustained behaviour change from the qualitative research .....................29

iv

1. Background
This research sets the baseline for the quantity and value of food waste generated in Australian
homes and how the amount of waste varies with the level of knowledge, attitudes, and behaviours
around household food management. The research informs the Fight Food Waste Cooperative
Research Centre (FFW CRC) and other interested parties of the composition of household food waste
and where most food waste occurs.
The FFWCRC is tackling the problem of food waste by investing in research that reduces the amount
of food wasted through the food value chain, transforms unavoidable waste into innovative high-value
co-products, and engages with industry and consumers to deliver behavioural change. There are three
programs under FFW CRC – REDUCE, TRANSFORM and ENGAGE. This research is an integral part of
the ENGAGE program.
The key objective of FFWCRC ENGAGE program is to provide interventions designed to tackle
consumers’ food waste behaviour by:
1. benchmarking national food waste knowledge, awareness and behaviours in household food
management and food waste to gain a deeper understanding of the causes
2. identifying key target audiences and unpacking the barriers and opportunities for them to
adopt food waste avoidance behaviours
3. increasing knowledge and skills in household best practices related to food purchasing,
storage, preparation and use of leftovers
4. providing support for institutional and inter-generational transfer of knowledge and skills in
more efficient food planning, purchasing, preparation and consumption
5. providing a platform for increased knowledge and awareness of food wastage in business.

This report presents focus group findings from phase 5 of the research Australian household food
waste (See figure 1 and Figure 2).
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Figure 1: Research phases

Figure 2: The methodology for the whole project
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2. Methodology
The research involves 11 focus group discussions to better understand causes of food waste, establish
differences in behaviours between household types that lead to greater or less food waste, determine
how levels of knowledge, skills and experience in managing food in the household impact food waste,
and finally, explore lifestyles (the interactive effects of others in the households on food waste).

2.1. Objectives and Timing
Objectives of the focus group discussions:
•

To better understand causes of food waste

•

To establish differences in behaviours between household types that lead to greater or less
food waste

•

To determine levels of knowledge, skills and experience in managing food in the household

•

To explore lifestyles (the interactive effects of others in the households on food waste)

Timing:
•

10th February – 5th March 2021 – 11 virtual focus group discussions

2.2. Screening Criteria
All participants met the following screening criteria:
•

Completed phase 1: the benchmark survey and an electronic food diary

•

Agreed to be contacted to participate in qualitative research

•

Joint or main household food manager: determined by benchmark survey responses,
responsible for at least 3 or 5 household food management activities

•

Location: lives in Australia

3

2.3. Methodology
Table 1: Focus group methodology

2.4. Approach to the design of the qualitative research
In 8 of the focus groups, participants came from households reporting above average per person
food waste while 3 were low wasters of food.

Household food management responsibilities
The qualitative study revealed that 54% of the sample completing the benchmark were main food
managers responsible for all the activities to do with food management from planning, shopping,
storing preparing food and disposing of food. 46% were responsible for some of these activities. It
was decided to explore the differences, so 5 focus groups were with main food managers and 5 with
joint food managers.
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Lifestyle and working arrangements
The qualitative study revealed a number of correlations with high levels of food waste. Namely:
•

Wealth – coming from above average household incomes

•

Families with children under 17 years of age - busy families

•

Under 35 year olds

2 groups were conducted with lower food wasters, in the hope of learning how this outcome was
achieved, and 2 groups with people who scored low on food management skills in the benchmarking
study.

3. Findings

3.1 Key Findings
Many factors contribute to food not being eaten. Starting with a widespread attitude that there isn’t
a personal food waste problem, structural realities of life that make food management challenging
(such as affordability and competing priorities that make food management a low order issue), lack of
knowledge about food and how to repurpose and use ingredients, lack of cooperation between
household members to minimise food waste, lack of food management expertise, entrenched
attitudes that undermine food waste prevention (e.g. it is always better to have too much than too
little in the fridge and on the table), behaviours that increase the risk of food being wasted (both
conscious and unconscious [habits]), and finally, values that discount the environment and prioritise
individual rights and preferences over all else.

Another important contributing factor to food waste and to the lack of awareness of the food waste
issue is the widely held belief that the only issue is when food waste is sent to landfill. This has led to
the strong position that composting is virtuous and hence there is little awareness of all the effort
embedded in the food being lost. If unaddressed this could lead to adverse outcomes for the FOGO
(food organics garden organics) bin introductions. People feel they are doing the right thing by
disposing of food (either composting at home or in a FOGO bin) rather than addressing the root issue
of eating all the food they buy and hence not wasting any of it.
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Figure 3 summarises the key findings from this study.

Figure 3: Focus group key findings

3.1. Contextual analysis

Figure 4: Contextual Analysis
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3.2. Context of managing food and its waste, including the role of capability
3.2.1

Who manages household food?

Food is important – it meets important needs for people; more than “food for fuel”; making food
waste a secondary issue.

Figure 5: Who manages household food?
3.2.2

Households are different

Figure 6: How Households are Different (part 1)
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Figure 7: How households are different (part 2)
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Figure 8 below provides quotes from the focus groups to supporting above claims.

Figure 8: Quotes that Support the Finding that Households are Different
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3.3. Structural factors that make effective food management complex
3.3.1

Structural factors that make effective food management complex

Figure 9: Structural factors that make effective food management complex

3.3.2

Characteristics associated with better food waste management

Figures 10 to 12 identify 16 characteristics associated with better food waste management.

Figure 10: Characteristics associated with better food waste management – 1-5
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Figure 11: Characteristics associated with better food waste management - 6-10

Figure 12: Characteristics associated with better food waste management - 11-16
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3.3.3

Characteristics of high food wasters

Figure 13 identifies 11 characteristics associated with high food wasters.

Figure 13: Characteristics of high food wasters
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3.3.4

What kind of meals are prepared in Australia?

Australian meal types can be classified as follows:

Figure 14: Meals prepared in Australia

Food that typically gets wasted includes:

Figure 15: Food that typically gets wasted
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3.3.5

How are food management skills developed?

Where is food preparation learned? Preparing oneself to manage food appears to be a very ad-hoc
process.

Figure 16: Where food preparation is learned

3.4
3.4.1

What food management habits develop?
What cases leftover food, and what foods are left uneaten?

The percieved causes of food waste are:

Figure 17: Perceived causes of food waste
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3.4.2

Food management skills

3.4.2.1 Meal planning
Figure 18 summarises the contextual issues and positive and adverse habit relating to meal planning.

Figure 18: Contextual issues and positive and adverse habits relating to meal planning

3.4.2.2 Shopping for food
Figure 19 summarises the contextual issues and positive and adverse habits relating to shopping for
food.

Figure 19: Contextual issues and positive and adverse habits relating to shopping for food
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3.4.2.3 Food preparation
Figure 20 summarises the contextual issues and positive and adverse habits relating to meal
planning.

Figure 20: Contextual issues and positive and adverse habits relating to meal planning

3.4.2.4 Cooking
Figure 21 summarises the contextual issues and positive and adverse habits relating to cooking.

Figure 21: Contextual issues and positive and adverse habits relating to cooking
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3.4.2.5 Storage
Figure 22 summarises the contextual issues and positive and adverse habits relating to food storage.

Figure 22: Contextual issues and positive and adverse habits relating to food storage

3.4.2.6 Food disposal
Figure 23 summarises the contextual issues and positive and adverse habits relating to food disposal.

Figure 23: Contextual issues and positive and adverse habits relating to food disposal
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3.4.3

Where are food management skills lacking?

Figure 24: Where are food management skills lacking?

3.5

What values are associated with food and its waste?

3.5.1

How important is food? What values are at play with food waste?

Figure 25: Importance of food and values at play with food waste
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3.5.2

Instinct & Reason’s need map

Figure 26: Instinct & Reason's need map

3.6
3.6.1

What social norms exist around food and food waste?
Is food waste perceived as socially acceptable?

Figure 27: Is food waste perceived as socially acceptable?
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3.7
3.7.1

What food management habits are developed?
What might influence Australians to reduce food waste?

3.7.1.1 Improving food management skills using tools to help storing of food in fridge

Figure 28: Improving food management skills using tools to help storing of food in fridge

3.7.1.2 Improving food management skills using better tools to get portions right

Figure 29: Improving food management skills using better tools to get portions right
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3.7.1.3 Improving food management skills by learning how to use leftover food better

Figure 30: Improving food management skills by learning how to use leftover food better

3.7.1.4 Improving food management skills by getting better at checking fridge stock before
shopping

Figure 31: Improving food management skills by getting better at checking fridge stock before
shopping
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3.7.1.5 Improving food management skills using messaging

Figure 32: Improving food management skills by using messaging

3.8
3.8.1

Appeal of various behaviour change ideas
Interest in and opportunities to reduce food being thrown away

3.8.1.1 What are the barriers to change?

Figure 33: Barriers to change
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3.8.1.2 What are the potential drivers of change?

Figure 34: Potential drivers of change

3.8.1.3 Strategies to encourage food waste reduction

Figure 35: Strategies to encourage food waste reduction
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4. Developing strategies to reduce household food waste
4.1. Model of Change

Figure 36: Model of change to reduce household food waste
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4.2. Evidence for developing the model of change

Figure 37: Evidence for developing the model of change to reduce food waste
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4.3. Facilitating changing behaviours
Once motivated, it’s about facilitating changing behaviours.

Figure 38: Facilitating changing behaviours to reduce food waste

4.4. Household types and implications for food waste

Figure 39: Household types and implications for food waste
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4.5. Challenges for sustained behaviour change from the focus groups
In comparison to the survey findings (refer “Survey findings of behaviours and perceived food
waste”), similar challenges for sustained behaviour change were derived from the focus groups.
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Figure 40: Challenges for sustained behaviour change from the focus groups
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5. Direction for future research
5.1

Key points on knowledge and expertise gaps

Future research is required to quantify the prevalence of these issues.

Figure 41: Future research

6. Conclusions
Challenges for sustained behaviour change from the qualitative research.

Figure 42: Challenges from sustained behaviour change from the qualitative research
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7. Recommendations
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