
GIVING FOOD WASTE
AN EXPIRY DATE: 
How brands & retailers can help
consumers step up to the food waste
challenge



ECOMMUNITY
 

Bulbshare is an online community, insight and collaboration platform that
connects organisations and brands with citizens and consumers. 

ECOmmunity is our global community of 1,200 everyday sustainability
champions. The community comprises of regular customers and citizens not
activists who are already making a number of changes to their behaviours to
try and live a more sustainable life. With a broad range of demographics, our
community lives in the UK, US, Canada and Australia.

They very willingly collaborate with like-minded brands and organisations,
working together to provide real-time insights and ideas that support the
development of more effective solutions, products and services to better meet
their sustainability needs and aspirations.

Here is a short video providing more information on our ECOmmunity channel.
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https://vimeo.com/757119465/50fb266386


 

Food waste was identified by our community as one of their priority
sustainability issues so we looked into this topic in detail over a month, across a
range of different surveys and tasks.  We explored awareness and knowledge,
attitudes, behavioural drivers and barriers in and out of home, as well as what
different brands and organisations were doing in this space.

We ran over 20 different tasks across the month, collecting well in excess of
50,000 data points.

A vital goal of the study was to identify and understand the key barriers in
everyday life that were creating gaps between intent and action, so we ran a
series of practical food waste challenges for our community, capturing their
experiences and the results in photo and video diaries.

This report captures an overview of some of the key findings from our
community’s actions and feedback. It is a small summary of a much broader
body of work, the detail of which we would be happy to share. If there are any
specific aspects of the report that you would like to explore further, please use
the link here to contact us, clarifying your specific areas of interest.

FOOD WASTE
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https://app.hubspot.com/meetings/8430082
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Food waste is an issue that our community are well aware of, and one that
matters greatly to them – as evidenced by both the numbers and the strength
of the language that they used in discussing the issue.

88% of our community see food waste as a very or quite important issue to
them (with 61% very important).

consider food
waste always
or most times
when eating
out.

consider food
waste always or
most times in
preparing food.

66% 75%

OUR COMMUNITY IS AWARE THAT FOOD WASTE IS HAPPENING,
STRONGLY DISLIKES THE FACT THAT IT IS HAPPENING AND WANT TO DO
SOMETHING ABOUT IT

How important would you say the topic of food waste is for you? 

A SUMMARY OF THE KEY
FINDINGS
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61%

27%

11%

80%80%
consider food waste always or most

times when food shopping 



“I hate food being chucked away unnecessarily and I wish more people
used apps such as olio and toogoodtogo.” (Female, 30, UK)

“Use by and sell by dates - they infuriate me.” (Female, 46, UK)

“Food waste is a real bugbear of mine. With so many people going
hungry in the world, to be wasteful of food is disgusting. I have
liked that some supermarkets have started selling wonky veg, as
this must help to stop a lot of these items going to waste.My main
tips are only buy what you need, store everything properly, and
have portion control.” (Female, 49, UK)

“I think people should try to buy what they need not what they want.”
(Female, 20, UK)

 

Food waste is a topic that elicits some serious emotion as it is
felt to be totally unnecessary (and avoidable). Especially in a
world where many people are going hungry and we face a
growing cost of living crisis.
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“I don’t like wasting food for many reasons such as food is expensive, and
there are people that don't have. The best solution to avoid wasting food
is to leave the leftover for later on/next day and/or give to someone in
need such as shelters, homeless individuals on the street, or anyone that
is hungry and would like some.” (Female, 28, US)

“I'd like to see focus on the extent of food waste and the effects on
the environment e.g. carbon emissions from the breakdown of this
waste. I absolutely hate hearing about people throwing perfectly
good food away. When I do my grocery shop online, I often see
reviews that say "I didn't like this, threw the whole lot in the bin". You
can prep things differently, mask flavours in another food item, give
food away to someone else. Binning it when it's edible is unforgivable
really. It wastes money as well. I like to cook with bits of fruit and veg
that others might throw away.” (Female, 37, UK)

“Waste of any food is greatly disturbing to me. This waste and its impact on
me is magnified by the fact that there are men, women, and kids going to
work and school hungry; laying their heads down at night with grumbling
hunger in their stomachs!.” (Male, 54, US)

“Hello! Pet peeve of mine! I don’t know that I’m very relatable, people close
to my call me a food martyr because I’ll eat unconventional food
combinations just to prevent waste. What really ticks me off is people who
abide by due dates as if food turns to poison at the stroke of midnight
before the date flips past "best by:" I wish they'd relax a bit and see
themselves accurately as victims of corporate greed. I mean yes, some food
goes bad, and I'm glad human interference hasn't tainted everything, hasn't
made all good last FOREVER. (Food that does actually spoil is preferable to
mutant food that never rots.) I just know we could waste less food if people
used their own judgment to determine food quality. Oh, and compost,
people. Please. I appreciate that supermarkets want to limit food waste by
giving it to the food bank, but it makes no sense because we're not allowed
to distribute past due food, even if it's clearly not bad. What the hell.”
(Female, 35, US)



“I hate that my family won’t eat leftovers so to keep them from
wasting. I sneak it into whatever I make the next day. They haven’t
noticed yet.” (Female, 33, US)

“A few things I do to reduce food waste: 1. Only buy as much as you
are going to eat, don't buy more than you need. 2. Freeze anything
that you aren't going to eat within the next few days and make sure
to eat everything that has been frozen within a month. 3. Save all
the scraps of vegetables in a freezer bag and once you have
enough, make delicious stock out of it. 4. Any remaining unusable
food waste is thrown out into an organic bin.” (Female, 32, US)

“I'm not sure why it bothers me so much, but I absolutely hate food
waste. To the point where I've developed some pretty awful habits
to make sure nothing in the fridge gets thrown out. Things like
overeating and eating things that are maybe not so fresh anymore. I
even consider it food waste if it's still on the plant, like I have to
make sure things get picked when they're ripe before they start
rotting.” (Female, 28, Canada)

“Purchasing only food we need. Purchasing food that lasts longer or
refrigerating fresh fruit to increases its longevity. Donate any spare
food to food banks or use food apps to donate any leftover food.
Grow your own fruit and vegetables” (Female, 38, UK)

“I waste very little food in my house as I always make something with
leftovers, I cook everything from scratch, so buy and cook just enough to
eat. I have used Too Good To Go app to save food in the past, which are
great. This is an area I feel is my strongest in sustainability as I have
always disliked food waste.” (Female, 51, UK)

 

Reusing leftovers (getting more creative)
More use of freezing of food
Better planning / smarter shopping

Some in our community are already trying to be smarter in how they
use food to minimise waste.

Key strategies include:

With some mentions of the use of food apps to support the above
plus a few community members donating to food banks.
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But they are the minority. Only 21%  of our community are happy that they are
doing enough already. The vast majority (79%) want to be doing more with
almost 6 in 10 of our community wanting to do much more to reduce food
waste.
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Would you like to be able to reduce/avoid food waste more than you
currently do?

57%

22%

21%

When asked to consider where food waste happens most often, restaurants
were singled out as the biggest offenders, with home and retailers the other
key culprits. Food waste was perceived to be less of an issue at coffee shops,
work, school/college, on the go.

Where do you feel that food waste happens most in your life? (choose
 top 3)

84%

69%

61%

31%

22%

19%

15%



 

Any instances of food waste from supermarkets or restaurants received a
particularly strong negative reaction from community members:

Helps them to save money 
Increasing prices, cost of living
Way to manage my budgets

Feel guilty about waste
Thinking of those who do not have enough to eat

Care for the environment

The strength of feeling that our community has for the issue of food waste is
driven by the fact that there are multiple reasons for them to care about it:

Financial:

Emotional:

Environmental:

What they are NOT being motivated by currently is inspiration from their
favourite food brands or companies.

“Food waste should be reduced at the grocery store and restaurant
level. A lot of food is thrown out and a lot could be used.” (Male, 44,
US)

“Food wasting is not good and I think restaurants as well as big
store like Walmart and Sam's club should donate the food and not
throw it away as they do that and it’s not good at all.” (Male, 38, US)

“The biggest pet peeve about food waste is when I'm in the
restaurant and I see people leave so much food on their plates. They
don't take it home or they order too much and there's just so much
wasted food.” (Female, 48, US)
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38%

36%
36%
28%

22%
22%

18%
15%

13%
5%

Top three reasons for actively caring
about food waste 

It helps me save money

I feel guilty about waste in general

The increase in food price and cost of living

Considering people who do not have
enough to eat

To manage my budget and home more
efficiently

I can make a difference for a better world
through my actions

es, energy and water resources, it took to
get food to my table

To set an example for others

I regret time spent shopping, storing and
preparing food that wouldn't be eaten

Other

It helps me
save moneyI feel guilty

about waste in
general

The increase in
food price and
cost of living



 

MOST COMMON TYPES OF
WASTE AND THE CAUSES
BEHIND IT
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Perished fruit / veg
Uneaten prepared / cooked meals
Leftover bread / pastries / cakes

Our community highlighted the three most common examples of wasted food
in their lives:

Perished fruit / veg
Uneaten prepared

/ cooked meals
Leftover bread /
pastries / cakes
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Some food/ fresh fruit/veg/bakery perishing more quickly
Cooked too much (quantity)
Food was forgotten in the fridge
Food purchased at end of shelf life that couldn’t be eaten quickly enough

When discussing these instances of food waste the recurrent themes were:

"My main challenge is to plan about the buying list carefully." (Female,
42, US)

"Eating food before the expiration date." (Male, 62, US)

"Some food just doesn't last until you can finish them." (Male 57, UK)

"My main challenge is not being able to plan leftover." (Female, 36, US)

"My main challenge is using leftovers to create new recipes." (Female,
45, UK)

"Trying to come up with new ideas to use products. It can be tempting
to just cycle the same few meals over and over again because I know
what works." (Female, 38, UK)

"Made spaghetti, made too much, put in fridge then forgot about it."
(Male, 51, US)

"I was not happy about it bought too much food. We could not finish it
until it was out of date." (Male, 56, UK)

"I could've created a monthly meal plan so I could shop accordingly but
instead bought too many random items. I not only incurred poor money
management but also poor diet choices." (Female, 40, US)

"I was going to chop up and freeze all of the mushrooms before they
went bad, but I got too lazy, so I didn’t." (Female, 38, US)

"When I have leftover vegetables from a roast but couldn't think of a
way to use them." (Female, 45, UK)
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Whilst there are several reasons for food waste in consumer households, a
common overarching barrier revolves around OVER purchasing / preparing
food, which often is caused by negligence and can lead them to struggle with
expiry date and leftovers.

Interestingly, many consumers realise that buying in bulk or bigger sized
packs to get better value for money often increases food waste, meaning
that what was perceived as smart shopping can result in a false economy
through poor planning. 

This is especially a problem for families with kids where kids’ fussiness, refusals
and sudden changes in preferences creates frequent food waste.
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"I think my major food waste is over purchasing things we don’t need."
(Female, 20, UK)

"Package size too large, and not realizing that food will be wasted - but the
lower cost of the larger size is tempting." (Male, 68, US)

"I overbought because of a promotion, the food ended up rotting and I
had to throw it away." (Male, 42, UK)

Making too much food per meal and buying too much. (Female, 36, US)

"I am a single person household and sometimes portion sizes of
vegetables and other supermarket buys are too large and I can’t get
through them before they spoil." (Female, 43, Australia)

"Buying too much food when it's on sale and then it doesn't get eaten up
or family members refused to eat leftovers and want a new dinner that
were brunch or breakfast the next day." (Female, 64, Canada)

"I think buying in bulk when on offer and it is not eaten and also sell by
date food that doesn’t get eaten." (Female, 47, UK)

"Having to buy a certain amount already made up and not needing it all
also my little children either eat or don't sometimes." (Female, 36, UK)

"The challenge I face is my kids as they don't want to eat that boring stuff
again and again. They want something new and they don't finish what they
eat and we throw it in a trash." (Male, 31, US)



 

When we further explored the barriers to reducing/avoiding this waste, our
community highlighted multiple causes. But, interestingly, a lack of small
portion sizes in packaged foods was selected as the biggest issue for them.

Amongst the other key factors, our community highlighted:
·     Lack of time
·     Lack of knowledge
·     Lack of inspiration
·     Lack of support from food companies / brands
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22%

11%

18%

10%

9%

5%

5%

5%

3%

What are your top three reasons that are
preventing you from reducing/ avoiding food
waste more? 

There is a specific opportunity for manufacturers and retailers to support
consumers tackle food waste by providing smaller but affordable portion
sizes, and to inspire families to prepare varied meals with leftovers (esp. for
families with kids). 

Limited availability of small portion sizes when
it comes to packaged food

Lack of time

Lack of inspiration/creativity

Personal lack of knowledge

Lack of support/help from food brands

Too much hassle

Insufficient incentives to make me care more

Inadequate information provided

I worry what others might think of me



 

We gave our community a range of food waste themed tasks to better
understand their level of knowledge and the reality of their actual behaviours
(rather than their claims).

What was clear is that there was a real desire and commitment to improve their
behaviours when it came to food waste.

FINDING SOLUTIONS TO
FOOD WASTE

14

05



 

Ways of making food last longer:
Keeping foods fresher for longer
Freezing food (as good as fresh?)
Expiry dates

 Using leftovers – inspiration!
 Using up food gone bad

Cooking to reduce waste – better planning

Corporations and waste (esp. supermarkets and restaurants!)
Donation of spare food by supermarkets, etc (instead of dumping)
Desire for smaller restaurant food portions
Government role? (esp. legislation, e.g. if one day left on use by date,
enforce that retailers must donate)

As our community had claimed that a lack of knowledge was a barrier to them
avoiding food waste more frequently, in one of our tasks, we invited them to
ask any questions that they had on the topic to an expert (Dr Sam Hubble,
special advisor at WRAP). It was interesting to observe which areas received
the greatest number of questions. 

There were four big themes that arose:

1.

   2. Ways of making more use of leftovers

   3. Being smarter and more efficient in the first place:

   4. The role of corporations and governments.
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Knowledge and skill gaps
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Practical solutions
When it came to practical tasks that we set for our community to tackle 
food waste, the key strategies adopted by them were largely around being
more disciplined and organised in their shopping and meal preparation, as
well as using freezing much more frequently as a solution to preserve food
going out of date and/or leftovers or surplus quantities of cooked food.
To a lesser degree, some of our community also explored donation of 
surplus food and composting as solutions to reduce food waste

Planning meals ahead of shopping

Make shopping lists

Stick to a meal plan every week/month

Pay more attention to what's in the fridge

Cook/prepare smaller amount of food -

less is more, they know they are not

going to starve.

Freeze food before use-by date or as

soon as purchased or whatever is left

over (but often there is not enough

space)

Some consumers mentioned to give food

surplus to foodbanks/neighbours.

Some consumers mention composting

food.
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Freezing more

Images from community members



 

Created new recipes/meals
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Images from community members



 

Leftovers weren't wasted

19
Images from community members
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When presented with the choice to try out a new food waste hack from
6 options (see below), it was clear that our community was most willing
to try those that were a combination of close to home and simple
(adaptation of existing behaviours, limited effort required).

Freezing Food

Make new meals/turn
ingredients into new food

to eat

Store food correctly

Donating - a handful of
members

Dowload food app - a
handful of members

Ask or leftovers from a
restaurant - a couple of

members
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Taking part in the various tasks, our community made three surprising
discoveries:

1. There is so much more food waste occurring in their lives than they had
realised (it often goes unnoticed because it has become an accepted habit and
norm).
2. The biggest problem is in the home, not retailers and restaurants.
3. There are many, relatively simple, ways to avoid food waste (and the
successful pursuit of these is very rewarding to them).

KEY FINDINGS: CHANGE STARTS AT
HOME (AND CAN BE FAIRLY SIMPLE
TO IMPLEMENT)
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“How much I actually waste I was shocked and how easily avoidable it can
be“ (Female, 29, UK)

“How much food goes to waste and the many ways you can make new
things with your leftovers.” (Female, 21,US)

“The ridiculousness of the amount of food we waste, without giving it a
second thought, when food can be repurposed,like some of our recyclable
materials that are getting a lot of attention and get repurposed. There needs
to be more of an awareness, to get the message out there and people start
to actually pay attention and take action.“ (Female, 64, Canada)

“There are more actions I can take to help reduce food waste than I
previously thought. cutting back on food waste helps save the environment
and my wallet.“ (Male, 37, Canada)

“That households are the main reason for waste” (Female, 43, Australia)

“I always thought that the biggest food waste was supermarkets and
restaurants, knowing that you know that in the home where food waste is
most likely to be lost was shocking” (Female, 47, US)
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How easy it is not to waste food. there are some simple tricks and tips
you can use to make food go further and reduce waste.” (Female, 21,
UK)

“For me it’s actually how much fun it is been creative and it isn’t much
extra effort at all. As a family we enjoyed planning and finding little
gems in the nearly out of date aisle . Batch cooking and it also gives us
more choice whilst been smart and limiting food waste. Thank you 😊”
(Female, 38, UK)



 

Awareness
Skills
Tools and resources
Social norms
Incentives and rewards

Like all sustainability challenges, tackling food waste is a classic behavioural
conundrum. There is a clear desire for change. But a distinct gap between this
aspiration and the reality of the behaviour that is demonstrated by people.

The ‘gap’ is driven by a combination of factors. A complex mix of personal,
social / cultural and structural drivers and barriers, influenced by a combination
of players that includes citizens (consumers), retailers, manufacturers,
governments.

Whilst the gap is clear, the good news is that many of the solutions are
relatively straight forward.

Of course, designing these solutions so that human beings, with their often
seemingly perverse decision-making traits, adopt the necessary behaviours,
requires the considered application of behavioural design.

The solution needs to reflect the different potential drivers and barriers to
action amongst people, such as:

This report provides some clear pointers for where manufacturers, retailers and
restaurants should focus their efforts and how to maximise the likelihood of
success.

IF THE CHANGES ARE SIMPLE, WHY IS
OUR COMMUNITY NOT CURRENTLY
DOING THIS MORE REGULARLY?
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For manufacturers, to sell outdated seasonal foods / over produced foods
at a discounted price.
For retailers, to donate food that is still edible but past best before dates to
local food banks.
For restaurants, to donate edible leftovers / surplus foods to charities.

Take away containers
Education (esp. better preserving/using surplus food)

Smaller portion sizes
Reduced number of promotions that encourage over-buying 

Consumers want manufacturers, retailers & restaurants to step up and take
actions that will drive immediate, tangible impact on reducing food waste.

One specific change that they seek across all three types of organisation is
for them to find ways to transform what is currently waste into value by
adopting different choices in their actions:

Our community also want organisations to provide support to them
personally, through actions and materials that will drive better behaviours
from them when they are consumers of their goods. Some specific
requests from our community include:

And perhaps surprisingly

What they don’t need is these organisations investing funds to convince them
about reducing waste (they are already convinced), they just want practical
help – and especially inspiration - to do more.

A CLEAR ROLE FOR MANUFACTURERS,
RETAILERS & RESTAURANTS 
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What three things could a brand or manufacturer
do to support you to reduce / avoid waste in your
own life?

What three things could supermarkets and other
retailers do to help you and the community in
relation to food waste? 

55%

53%

45%

42%

39%

31%

31%

4%

70%

53%

49%

46%

43%

36%

2%

Create a section on their website that sells outdated
seasonal foods/overproduced foods at a discounted price

Donate food that is still edible but past best before dates
to local food banks

Feature and promote imperfect products that are as
good as others

Provide help and tips to specifically reduce food waste
for out of home consumption (at work, on the go)

Teach consumers how to compost food scraps and which
products can be composted

Provide tips and tools (e.g. apps) to help manage the
fridge more effectively

Create a free digital cookbook to help use perishable
food that might be tossed

Run advertising to raise awareness for the issue of food
waste

Create a brand social media group to connect with other
people to swap recipes that use up leftovers

Other

Create a dedicated area in store to sell and promote low
waste recipes

Teach customers to use sensory cues to decide when the
food is good (instead of using best before dates)

Create online tools and apps for customers to plan their
food shopping and meals more effectively

Free magazine to share best food stories to minimise
waste and to manage the fridge

Other



 

26

63%

42%

41%

37%

34%

33%

27%

21%

3%

What three things could restaurants or fast food
outlets do to limit food waste? 

Donate edible leftovers/surplus foods to charities

Reduce portion sizes

Reduce the list of meals and food on the menu

Promote low waste recipes

Use small plates, with smaller diameter in all-you-can-eat
menu offer

Offer a customisable menu (online and in store) – e.g.
ingredient substitution too

Chefs to turn leftovers into five-star meals

Share customers a penalty for any leftover food in all-you-
can-eat menu offer

Other
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58%

20%

18%

2%

1%

Currently, many consumers take a negative, cynical view of business’
perceived lack of action on food waste:

“The barrier to stopping food waste is people's ignorance and laziness helped
by a food industry that wants to keep you dependant on them and giving them
your money. Learn to scratch cook, forage and use what you already have in
your kitchen and you will save money and make better food.” (Female, 48, UK)

But there is a clear win-win-win opportunity for those brands and organisations
who deliver meaningful action to tackle food waste. Outcomes that can be
good for consumers, the wider world and the businesses who adopt actions
that address food waste. Because such actions will be supported very
positively (incl. purchase preference) by consumers.

78%
strongly or very strongly prefer to purchase their
hero brand over others to support and reward their
commitment to reducing food waste (58% very
strongly!)

To what extent do you prefer to purchase this brand over
others to support and reward their commitment to reducing
food waste?

I definitely prefer to purchase this brand over others to
reward their good actions towards food waste

management

I quite strongly prefer to purchase this brand over others
to reward their good actions towards food waste

management

I probably prefer to purchase this brand over others to
reward their good actions towards food waste

management

Unlikely that I purchase this brand over others to reward
their good actions towards food waste management

I don’t purchase this brand over others to reward their
good actions towards food waste management

An Opportunity for Manufacturers and
Retailers
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However, there is an opportunity to increase the breadth of impact that these
brands are having by further growing awareness for them. Even amongst our
community of sustainability champions, these ‘hero brands’ have less than 50%
awareness. But growing that awareness will have a big effect as 70% of those
aware then go on to use them regularly.

And maybe this is where larger, traditional organisations can play a key role.
By bringing their size to bare in driving a greater scale of positive change in
food waste behaviours.

As an example of this, the mainstream UK supermarket chain Morrison’s
Wonky (veg and fruit) programme was an activity that was highlighted by many
UK members of our community. It was praised for delivering tangible actions
over words, and doing so as an ongoing, long-term initiative.

Many of the brands and organisations currently identified by our community as
their ‘hero brands’ are smaller, new entrants (often tech or D2C): e.g. Oddbox,
Olio and TooGoodToGo.

And encouragingly use of these products seems to have a broader, positive
impact by inspiring better food waste practices above and beyond the
immediate remit of the specific product.

ODDBOX
“I think that might of been the thing that made me
start doing meal prep and planning.” (Female, 38,
UK)

TOOGOODTOGO
“I try to freeze or give them away to friends to
avoid waste.” (Female, 36, UK)

OLIO
“How can we use the community olio has built to
do more for the planet?” (Male, 34, UK)

https://my.morrisons.com/wonky-fruit-veg/


JEFF

Click here to fix a meeting to discuss
how Bulbshare’s ECOmmunity

online platform can support your
sustainability mission.

FINAL WORDS (A RALLYING CRY)

The food waste challenge is one of many we must tackle if
we are to help this planet exist within its means. But it is
definitely one that is very much within our control. But it can
only be solved through a collaborative approach.
Manufacturers, retailers, citizens and governments need to
work together, adopting an insight-led, creative and iterative
mindset to find the right solutions.

And that is very much the spirit that is at the heart of
ECOmmunity. There is a lot more detail available to share
from the wide range of food waste-themed tasks that we ran
across the full month of activities. And we have the flexibility
to run new, tailored tasks around the topic (as we have
already done several times since the original project). So, if
you are passionate about fighting food waste, get in touch
and let’s collaborate. As Ryunosuke Satoro so beautifully put
it,“Individually we are one drop but together, we are an
ocean.”

For more information on ECOmmunity or the 
Food Waste Project please contact:

Jeff Macdonald
Chief Strategy Officer

Bulbshare
e: jeff.m@bulbshare.com
m: +44 (0)7788 300062

w: https://bulbshare.com/

https://meetings.hubspot.com/jeff-macdonald

