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The Hidden Contribution of Food Literacy to Food Waste Reduction
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Around 820 million people still face hunger everyday while approximately one-third of world food
produced for human consumption is wasted. This dissertation concerns the resolution of the worldwide
problem of food waste by illuminating the unconscious or unrecognized contribution of a passive set of
food-system related skills employed by actors at different scales and resolutions. In general, each
chapter covers a broadly different scale ranging from macro (policy level, donors) to micro
(intermediary organizations, end-users). Each chapter highlights the ways that the actors at these
different levels use their skills and roles (or not) to reduce or mitigate food waste, and the extent to
which these actors acknowledge their contribution to solving the problem of food waste. The author
applies the concept of “food literacy’ (as developed in Vidgen and Gallegos 2014) to describe the range
of knowledge and skills that are leveraged by different actors at individual or aggregate (institutional)
levels. The author conducts experimental interventions to uncover behavioral triggers affecting food
waste and to create contexts conducive to ‘conscientization’ (or empowerment) of actors about their
potential capacity to reduce food waste.

The depth and range of the empirical evidence, and the associated data gathering / fieldwork involved,
cover a wide range of methodologies. This is an inter-disciplinary and trans-disciplinary study. To obtain
the scope of empirical information, the author worked as both an insider and objective researcher for a
range of different case studies. At the policy level, data were gathered from the UN Food and
Agricultural Organization through direct engagement as an intern using the approach of organizational
ethnography (Chapter 3) and, later, as a project implementer for FAO in an affiliated program in Japan
using the method of natural experimentation (Chapter 6). At the organization level, the author gathered
social survey data from actors related to food banks, including recipients, intermediary organizations,
and food bank staff themselves (Chapter 4). To explore more closely the institutional manifestation of
food literacy, the author surveyed numerous intermediary organizations (Children’s Canteens) in Japan,
while carrying out an in-depth ethnography into one particular case in Okinawa (Chapter 5).
Recipients/end-users were studied using different approaches throughout the dissertation, with actors
such as food bank recipients (Chapter 4), children (Chapter 5), and university students (Chapter 6). The
overall impression is that the range of data types and depth of the data are suitable for making broader,
and more incisive critiques of policy and implementation, or developing theory about the “passive”
capacities that play a critical, if invisible, role in reducing food waste.

The main argument that is developed in different aspects throughout the dissertation is that the food
waste should not be considered to be “reduced” until it is finally consumed by recipients. For this to
occur, recipients must be capable of transforming excess or donated food into more valuable, edible and
enjoyable dishes. Recipients’ food literacy is therefore critical to consummating the reduction of food
waste. Other actors, such as intermediary organizations, can facilitate and encourage this final process
by adding value through their own transformations, which is a form of “institutional food literacy’ (a
term invented by the author). The consequence for observers of food waste of this ‘hidden’ basis for
food waste reduction is that they must now more adequately recognize the importance of contributions
all along the food value chain, rather than giving disproportionate credit to some actors (like food banks)
while other actors’ contributions (intermediary organizations and recipients) are relatively unrecognized.
This conclusion rejects the superficially virtuous view of food donors and food banks as heroes of food




waste diversion. Instead, the dissertation seeks to valorize actors that are closer to the end of the value
chain by illuminating their important contribution to facilitating food usability and finally consumption
of diverted food waste. The author’s theoretical contribution here comes from a re-imagining of Marcel
Mauss’ theory of gifting, in which both the intentionality of the giver and the utility of the receiver must
be simultaneously considered. Understanding the movement of food through its existence as surplus,
donation, food aid, and other forms, is captured and tracked using the concept of use and exchange
value, which can be shifted and augmented by different actors (Thompson, Facchini, Appadurai).

To substantiate the argument at each stage, the author how dependent the higher-level actors are on the
engagement, resource, and skill of the so-called “gift receivers”. The empirical chapters do this in the
following ways:

Chapter 3 explores how the FAO is moving beyond its usual institutional framework as a proponent of
the right to adequate food and must find ways to engage with lower institutional levels, fields beyond
agriculture, and even individuals.

Chapter 4 demonstrates how food banks, who are beholden to donors, pass on the burden of consuming
inconvenient types, qualities, and amounts of donated food to smaller organization and consumers, who
must use their “food literacy” to transform these provisional gifts into material reductions in food waste.

Chapter 5, centering around the case study of the Children’s Canteen movement in Japan, demonstrates
how creative institutional structures and unique food literacy skills and resources must converge in order
to achieve the dual goal of reducing food waste and alleviating poverty.

Chapter 6, which conducts a food waste awareness intervention campaign, shows how the ‘food literacy
interfaces’ between various actors (canteens and students) create synergies that can reduce food waste
more effectively. Chapter 6 also demonstrates how education about food waste empowers the educator
(in this case, university students) to uncover and appreciate their hidden food literacy skills through a
process of conscientization.

The overall conclusion of the dissertation (Chapter 7) focuses on the (hidden) significance of incremental
food literacy based contributions by various actors along the food value chain that make it possible for
actual food waste reductions to take place, instead of only to be claimed.
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