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Abstract 
Food waste is a complex issue with environmental, social, and economic consequences. 

Approximately one third of the food produced for human consumption is annually wasted 

and the need to prevent food waste is discussed in the public debate, policy outcomes, and 

sustainable development goals. Food waste prevention is complex and need to be practiced 

all along the food supply chain. In Sweden, municipalities are self-governing entities that 

have been assigned the formal responsibility to prevent food waste among households and 

municipal functions. However, the distributed responsibility and complexity around food 

waste prevention entail various barriers to successfully implement food waste prevention 

strategies. The purpose of this study is thus to investigate how institutions influence 

municipal food waste prevention. The study is inspired by an ethnographic approach and is 

founded on an empirical material consisting of 137 waste plans and 10 interviews with 

municipal and public authority representatives. An institutional perspective is applied to 

understand how institutions influence municipal food waste prevention. The results from the 

analysis conclude that a) food waste prevention strategies in Sweden construct the consumer 

as the main cause of food waste generation; b) the institutionalized freedom of choice is 

perceived as a barrier to implement stronger food waste prevention strategies such as 

regulation or legislation; and c) institutions offer an important component to understand the 

construction of the problem around food waste prevention. 

 

Sammanfattning 

Matsvinn är ett komplext problem som påverkar miljö, samhälle och ekonomi. Av den mat 

som årligen produceras för mänsklig konsumtion slängs ungefär en tredjedel, och behovet av 

förebyggande åtgärder mot matsvinn blir alltmer uppmärksammat genom samhällsdebatten, 

policy, och hållbarhetsmål. Förebyggande av matsvinn är komplext och åtgärder för att 

minska matsvinn är nödvändiga längs hela livsmedelkedjan. Sveriges kommuner är 

självstyrande och har blivit delegerade det formella ansvaret att förhindra matsvinn i hushåll 

och kommunala funktioner. Att implementera strategier för att förebygga matsvinn är dock 

ett komplext arbete med delat ansvar som möter många barriärer. Syftet med denna studie är 

därför att undersöka hur institutioner påverkar kommunalt matsvinnsförebyggande. Studien 

är inspirerad av en etnografisk ansats och baseras på ett empiriskt material bestående av 137 

avfallsplaner och 10 intervjuer med kommunala och statliga representanter. Ett institutionellt 

perspektiv är anammat för att förstå hur institutioner influerar kommunalt 



 
 

avfallsförebyggande. De tre viktigaste slutsatserna från resultatet visar att a) strategier för att 

förebyggande matsvinn konstruerar konsumenten som den främsta orsaken till att matsvinn 

uppstår; b) en institutionaliserad valfrihet uppfattas som en barriär för att implementera hårda 

åtgärder så som lagstiftning och reglering; och c) institutioner utgör en viktig förklarande 

komponent för att förstå hur problemet kring matsvinn konstrueras.            
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1. Introduction 
Environmental degradation and the aspiration to shift towards a sustainable society pose 

difficult challenges for the responsible institutions in Sweden, where the social structures are 

struggling to generate the necessary changes. This institutional impotence can be traced to an 

individualization process where responsibility to manage risks have shifted from the state 

towards individuals (Soneryd & Uggla, 2015). The political institutions at hand are no longer 

equipped to manage the risks faced within contemporary society. Consequently, the 

institutions designed to protect and manage risks are the same institutions that produce and 

reproduce them by upholding the prevailing unsustainable system (Beck 1994:14).  

     A case where this unfortunate trend is evident is in relation to food waste, an issue that has 

become institutionalized in contemporary society and is regulated at global, national and 

local levels (EC 2008; EPA 2020b, 2020a; Soneryd and Uggla 2011:28). Despire these 

regulations, about one third of the food produced for human consumption is annually wasted 

somewhere along the food supply chain (hereafter FSC) (FAOa, 2015). The implications of 

wasted food leads to environmental, social and economic consequences (FAOa 2015; 

Withanage, Dias, and Habib 2021). Food waste comprise the third-largest cause of 

greenhouse gasses in the world (FAOa, 2015). The environmental consequences of food 

waste consist of loss of biodiversity (Withanage et al., 2021) as well as “soil erosion, 

deforestation, water and air pollution, greenhouse gas emissions, storage, transportation, and 

waste management” (Schanes et al., 2018: 978). Social issues related to food waste include 

security risks and loss of well-being (Withanage et al., 2021), growing population and food 

security risks (Papargyropoulou et al., 2014) and the ethical concern related to discarding 

edible food while others are starving (Schanes et al., 2018). The economic consequences have 

been calculated to cost approximately one trillion dollars every year (Withanage et al., 2021). 

In this study, food waste is defined as edible food that ends up being wasted somewhere 

along the food supply chain (hereafter FSC). The definition does not include edible by-

products of food such as chicken bones or banana peels (Redlingshöfer et al., 2020).   

 

1.1. Background  
Sweden’s strategy to prevent food waste is formulated according to the United Nation’s (n.d.) 

sustainable development goals and the Waste Framework Directive brought forth by the 

European Union (Waste Framework Directive, 2008). Sustainable development goal number 

12.3. is directed toward food waste prevention and the aim is to: “by 2030, halve per capita 
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global food waste at the retail and consumer levels and reduce food losses along production 

and supply chains, including post-harvest losses” (UN, n.d.). Further, the Waste Framework 

Directive is a legal document for waste management within the EU and contain the 

formulation of a waste hierarchy which regulates Swedish national and municipal waste plans 

(Waste Framework Directive, 2008; EPA, 2020b, 2020c). The waste hierarchy is a scale that 

declares how waste should be managed. Prevention of waste is most desirable, followed by 

reuse, recycling, recovery (energy), and last in the hierarchy is disposal (Waste Framework 

Directive, 2008). Prevention is different from the other stages in the hierarchy since it does 

not assume materiality. Instead, preventive work should be understood as a set of practices to 

avert the transformation of food into waste, and thus avoid the existence of food waste 

(Messner et al., 2020). While the waste management options occur at the end of the life cycle 

of food, practices and responsibility for prevention relates to the entire FSC and even before 

the production of food through attempts to reduce food surplus and overproduction (Messner 

et al., 2020; Papargyropoulou et al., 2014; Teigiserova et al., 2020; Welch et al., 2018).  

     In Sweden, the responsibility to prevent food waste is distributed along the FSC (EPA et 

al., 2018). The formal responsibility to prevent food waste among households and municipal 

functions is delegated to Sweden’s 290 municipalities (EPA, 2020b). Swedish households are 

responsible for approximately 70% of the total amount of food waste and inedible by-

products (eggshells, chicken bones). Of these, about 28% is comprised of edible food that 

could have been prevented from being wasted (EPA, 2020a). However, the causes of food 

waste are not necessarily the same as the location of where food is wasted. If too much food 

is produced and retailers pass the food surplus to the costumers/households, the cause of food 

waste should not be viewed as related to consumer behavior even though the food is wasted 

in the household (Evans et al., 2017). Preventive practices thus demand collaboration along 

the FSC to effectively attack the problem and minimize food waste generation (EPA, 2020a; 

EPA et al., 2018). At the same time, municipal responsibility is limited to informing 

households about preventive practices and there is no clear coordination between actors along 

the FSC (EPA, 2020b). This can be related to an increased responsibilization of individuals in 

relation to environmental issues, where individuals are assigned responsibility to manage 

problems that was previously regulated by authorities (Soneryd & Uggla, 2015). The 

discourse around food waste prevention responsibilize households and a large body of the 

research on food waste has focused on this group (Bernstad & la Cour Jansen, 2011; Evans, 

2011; Evans et al., 2017; Hebrok & Boks, n.d.; Withanage et al., 2021). To shift the 

perspective to other factors that influence food waste prevention, the focus on the present 
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study is on the role of Swedish municipalities, an under studied actor with legal responsibility 

to prevent food waste in Sweden.   

     Sociological research on food waste prevention has focused on two major themes: the 

responsibility of consumers and the structural barriers to prevent food waste. Previous 

research has focused on household food waste practices (Bernstad & la Cour Jansen, 2011; 

Schanes et al., 2018; Withanage et al., 2021); and the responsibilization of individuals in 

relation to food waste (Evans, 2011; Evans et al., 2017; Messner et al., 2020; Welch et al., 

2018). Further, a body of research focuses on how structures impede food waste prevention. 

The structural barriers to prevent food waste have been studied from a critical perspective 

focused on weak governance and systemic lock-ins, where the measures taken to prevent 

food waste are assumed to reproduce rather than change an unsustainable economic system 

(Messner et al., 2020; Mourad, 2016). Instead of proposing measures to reduce 

overproduction and food surplus, most preventive strategies are directed at food that has 

already entered the food supply chain (Corvellec et al., 2018; Hultman & Corvellec, 2012; 

Johansson & Corvellec, 2018; Messner et al., 2020; Papargyropoulou et al., 2014; 

Redlingshöfer et al., 2020; Svingstedt et al., 2020; Teigiserova et al., 2020). The present 

study draws on Mourad’s (2016) introduction of a distinction between ‘weak’ and ‘strong’ 

preventive strategies. Weak preventive practices focus on implementing effective solutions 

but reproduce the contemporary structures surrounding food waste prevention, while strong 

measures seek to disrupt the institutionalized practices and implement alternative, more 

sustainable, solutions.  

     In relation to the previous research on food waste, the purpose of the present study is to 

investigate the influence of institutions on municipal food waste prevention. The relevance of 

the topic is motivated by an identified research gap concerning the role of institutions in 

relation to food waste prevention. Drawing on institutional theory, institutions are defined as 

taken for granted mechanisms that guide and structure organization or individual action 

(Clemens & Cook, 1999). The study is influenced by an ethnographic approach and the 

empirical material consists of Sweden’s municipalities’ waste plans and 10 interviews with 

municipal and public authority representatives. The interviews are seen as a backstage 

window providing short glimpses of the work behind the waste plans and the practical 

experiences related to waste prevention.  

     The present study contributions to the field of food waste studies through three main 

results. First, the analysis of the municipal waste plans shows that the problem around food 

waste is constructed as related to consumer behavior. Second, the empirical material suggests 
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that municipal barriers to prevent food waste can be traced to an institutionalized freedom of 

choice influencing agents as well as structures. Finally, the analysis shows the importance of 

including institutions as an component that influence the construction of the problem around 

food waste prevention. 

 

1.2. Purpose and questions 
The strategies to prevent municipal food waste reflect institutionalized perceptions of how the 

problem around food waste is constructed and who is responsible for its generation. 

Therefore, the purpose of this study is to investigate the influence of institutions on municipal 

food waste prevention. The study is conducted in relation to the following research questions:  

 

• How is food waste constructed as a problem in municipal food waste prevention 

strategies? 

• How do institutions influence municipal food waste prevention strategies? 

 

1.3. Disposition 
This section is a presentation of the study’s disposition and is the last part of the introduction. 

The present chapter consist of an introduction and background to the problem of food waste 

and food waste prevention. Further, I present why it should be studied and describe the 

study’s relevance in relation to a research gap concerning the role of institutions in relation to 

municipal food waste prevention. After problematizing the topic, the purpose and research 

questions of the study are presented.  

     The following chapter is a literature review where research on food waste is presented to 

position the present study’s contribution to the field. The prior research is discussed in 

relation to the themes identified in the empirical material. The first section reviews different 

understandings of food waste and how it is defined in the present study. The second theme 

discuss the role of consumers in relation to food waste, with focus on how responsibility 

around food waste and food waste prevention have been conceptualized. The last section of 

the review discusses the research on structural barriers to food waste prevention, focusing on 

the waste hierarchy and policy implications to prevention. The chapter is concluded by a 

summary of the research field of food waste and a brief discussion of how the present study is 

positioned and contributes to the knowledge and research.  

    The purpose of chapter 3 is to present the theoretical framework and concepts that 

encompass the study. Since the purpose of the study is to investigate the influence of 
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institutions on municipal food waste prevention, the main theoretical perspective draws on 

institutional theory (Clemens & Cook, 1999). Further, the concept of individualization in the 

risk society is presented as important components that influence the dominant approaches and 

perceptions around environmental issues (Beck, 1994, 1995, 2012). The institutional 

perspective is applied in relation to Welch et al.’s (2018) theory concerning the construction 

of distributed responsibility around food waste prevention.  

     Chapter 4 discuss methodological considerations and aspire to provide a transparent 

description of the motivations and reflections behind certain decisions. The first section 

presents the ethnographic inspired approach and abductive logic that has guided this study. 

The next section discusses the empirical material in relation to the circumstances and 

techniques of data collection, sampling and sampling criteria, and the motivations behind 

these decisions. Section 3.1. accounts for the analysis process in relation to coding, 

categorizing, analysis and interpretation of the material. The limitations, trustworthiness, and 

authenticity of the methodological choices is discussed before concluding the chapter with a 

discussion of the ethical considerations which have guided the thesis.  

     The results from the analysis are presented in chapter 5 in a processed and thematically 

organized manner. The results are discussed in relation to the theoretical framework, where 

the first theme presents Sweden’s municipalities’ strategies and responsibility to prevent food 

waste. The role of consumers in relation to municipal food waste prevention is the focus of 

the second theme and the last theme presents how structures influence municipal food waste 

prevention strategies. The chapter is concluded by an in-dept analysis of the role of 

institutions in relation to municipal food waste prevention.  

    The final chapter in this thesis is a discussion of the project and consists of a summary of 

the results and a discussion of the results in relation to previous research and theory. The 

chapter is concluded by a discussion of further implications for research and practice.  

2. Literature review 
This section reviews previous research on food waste. The field of food waste studies is 

interdisciplinary and has been investigated through the lens of for example sustainable 

development (Papargyropoulou et al., 2014; Schanes et al., 2018; Teigiserova et al., 2020), 

consumer studies (Evans, 2011; Welch et al., 2018), food studies (Giordano et al., 2020), 

design and technology (Ciccullo et al., 2021; Hebrok & Boks, n.d.), service management 

(Corvellec et al., 2018; Hultman & Corvellec, 2012; Svingstedt et al., 2020) and sociology 

(Abrahamsson, n.d.; Gille, 2013; Ideland & Holmberg, n.d.). Sociological research on food 
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waste has focused on the role of values, social relations, structures and discourses in relation 

to how food waste is conceptualized and confronted (Abrahamsson, n.d.; Evans, 2011; Evans 

et al., 2017; Gille, 2013; Hultman & Corvellec, 2012; Ideland & Holmberg, n.d.; Messner et 

al., 2020; Welch et al., 2018). Due to the limited scope of the present study, the entire field 

has not been included in the review. Instead, the research that is presented consist of the - to 

the extent of my knowledge - most relevant studies in relation to the purpose of this study. 

The review includes articles that was published between 2010-01-01 and 2021-03-01. The 

decision to exclude studies prior to 2010 is related to an increased focus on food waste in 

research during the last decade. 

     The chapter is thematized in relation to the findings in the empirical material. The first 

section reviews definitions of food waste and presents how food waste is understood in the 

present study. Thereafter, the research discussing the role of consumers in relation to food 

waste generation and prevention is reviewed. The final section discusses structural barriers to 

food waste prevention in relation to the waste hierarchy and policy. The chapter is concluded 

with a summary of the reviewed research and a discussion of how the present study 

contributes to the field of food waste studies.  

 

2.1. Defining food waste 
This study is focused on the unnecessary food waste, the food that is edible but ends up in the 

bin. The following section is intended to clarify what is included and excluded in the 

definition of food waste used in this thesis. The research on food waste contains numerous 

distinctions and definitions of food waste and no consensual definition has been established 

(Gille, 2013; Redlingshöfer et al., 2020; Teigiserova et al., 2020). However, the empirical 

material on which this study is based has been gathered speaking Swedish. In Swedish there 

is a clear linguistic distinction between the words for unnecessary waste of edible food and 

the disposal of inedible by-products such as eggshells and chicken bones. It is therefore 

important that the English definition of food waste used in the study corresponds to the 

understanding of the term in the empirical material.  

     Teigiserova et al. (2020) reviewed different definitions of food waste and stated that in 

order to effectively attack the issue of food waste, a universal understanding of the concept is 

necessary. The most commonly used terms in relation to food waste was food loss, food 

waste and surplus food. Food loss is defined as “the unintentional decrease in edible food 

quantity or quality before consumption, including post harvest losses” (Teigiserova et al., 
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2020:3). Further, food waste is defined as “food originally produced for human consumption 

that was discarded or was not consumed by humans. Including still edible food that is 

deliberately discarded” (Teigiserova et al., 2020:3). Finally, surplus food is defined as “the 

edible food produced, manufactured, retailed, or served that has not been consumed by 

humans (mainly due to socio-economic reasons), including food produced beyond nutritional 

needs” (Teigiserova et al., 2020:3). Gille (2013) criticize the distinction between food loss 

and food waste, where food loss refers to post-harvest & pre-consumer waste and the term 

food waste to post-consumer waste. The term ‘loss’ implies accidents such as hazards as 

causes of food waste: “if food loss is caused by non-human factors – weather or pests – the 

solution is greater mastery over nature: that is, technological innovation. However, if food 

loss is caused by social arrangements, the solution reside in new institutions and the 

reorganizing of structures leading to a systemic view” (Gille 2013:40). Since the present 

study is focused on the institutions that impede food waste prevention, no distinction is made 

between food waste and food loss. Further, Redlingshöfer et al (2020:2) define food waste as 

“food that is removed at any stage in the life cycle of food, from production to consumption, 

and ends-up uneaten, regardless of its final destination. We do not consider as food waste 

separated inedible parts of food”. This definition is broader than Teigiserova et al.’s (2020) 

but maintains the distinction between inedible by-products and edible food waste. The 

present study draws on Redlingshöfer et al.’s (2020) definition of food waste as edible food 

that ends-up uneaten and wasted at any stage of the FSC. When referring to the inevitable 

disposal of by-products of food such as chicken bones or banana peels, this will be explicitly 

stated and referred to not as food waste but as inedible by-products.  

      

2.2. The role of the consumer in relation to food waste 
The previous research on food waste generation focus primarily on households and 

consumers (Bernstad & la Cour Jansen, 2011; Hebrok & Boks, n.d.; Priefer et al., 2016; 

Schanes et al., 2018; Withanage et al., 2021). From a sociological perspective, the 

dominating focus on consumers can be understood as a reflection of the responsibilization of 

consumers in relation to environmental issues, where responsibility to act environmentally 

has shifted from authorities to consumers  (Evans et al., 2017; Soneryd & Uggla, 2015). 

Diaz-Ruiz et al. (2019) studied stakeholders’ perceived efficiency of different measures to 

prevent food waste. Stakeholders along the FSC were asked to grade the efficiency of 48 

measures, where 19 were considered as weak prevention and 11 as strong prevention. The 
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measures that was perceived as most efficient was “education in values and valuing food and 

diet; awareness campaigns to increase consumer concern; change of habits to reduce food 

waste volumes; school teaching on food waste; promoting food purchase planning; promoting 

a strategic food access plan; and network to redistribute and use farm surpluses” (Diaz-Ruiz 

et al., 2019). Of these seven measures, five targeted behaviors of consumers within the 

household or on a more general societal level. This indicates that food waste prevention is 

perceived as an issue related to consumer behavior.  

     While much research has targeted consumers as cause of food waste generation, this 

perspective does not generate a sufficient explanation of the phenomena. Schanes et al. 

(2018) found in a large-scale study that food wasting behavior cannot be extensively 

explained through consumers’ awareness and intentions. The result from the study suggests 

an attitude-behavior gap where wasting food occurs unintentionally. Instead of focusing on 

the households/consumers as cause of food waste generation, a body of research suggest that 

there is a need for a sociological explanation of food waste generation (Evans, 2011; Gille, 

2013; Welch et al., 2018). Gille (2013) puts forth the concept of waste regimes to explain the 

production of waste. From this perspective, waste is seen as materially produced through 

social relationships and institutions. Waste should not be understood as a cause-effect 

consequence of consumer behavior but rather a result of complex interrelated social 

institutions where value chains are related to waste chains: “without disuse there is no use, 

and without waste there is no value” (Gille 2013:28). Through this perspective, the focus is 

turned not on consumers but on the politics of food waste and its policies, discourses, taboos, 

and dynamics. Furthermore, Gille (2013) show that public discourse in the Global North 

emphasize consumer responsibility and that there is little focus on the structural causes that 

drives food waste generation. In fact, there is a taboo related to the structural explanation of 

food waste: “we have seen that political mobilization occurs around those constructions of 

the food waste problem that preserve the ability of the most powerful actors to protect 

themselves from economic, technological, legal and political risk” (Gille 2013:41). 

Therefore, the suggested solution to food waste prevention relates to technological 

development and consumer education. In relation to these findings, the present study seeks to 

contribute to the body of research on food waste by assuming an institutional perspective on 

municipal food waste prevention.  

     Evans (2011:438) found that food waste generation is related to “the ways in which 

domestic food waste practices are socially organized” rather than as a consequence of the 

attitude of the consumers. By focusing on how biomedical health promotion encourage 
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consumption of for example fresh food that turns bad fast, Evans argue that there is a need to 

shift the focus from consumer habits to the larger material settings in which the wastage of 

food takes place. Welch et al. (2018) claim that the discursive focus on consumers as 

responsible for food waste production has shifted. Today, the dominating discourse around 

food waste prevention suggests that there is not one reason that food waste arise. The FSC is 

a complex web of relations where the responsibility to prevent food waste is distributed 

amongst several actors. At the same time, research on responsibility to prevent food waste 

show that actors along the FSC perceive it as outside of their control to work for prevention 

(Hultman & Corvellec, 2012; Svingstedt et al., 2020). This issue is found in different phases 

of the supply chain, both at industrial and commercial retail and at the waste management 

stations. Research on barriers for prevention at the retail-phase concluded that “organizations 

are not always organized to work on waste prevention. In turn, this results in organizations 

tending to look to other actors, both inside and outside the value chain, in hope that they will 

be organized to deal with the generation of waste” (Svingstedt et al., 2020). Waste 

management organizations on the other hand claim that their work only concerns the ‘end 

stage’ of the supply chain, and that incentives for prevention should come at earlier stages 

and from other actors (Hultman & Corvellec, 2012).  

     Even though it is positive that the responsibilization of consumers is challenged, the 

problem with the contemporary discourse is that the problem with overproduction and 

overconsumption is neglected in the construction of the problem. According to Welch et al. 

(2018) there are two storylines that compose the discourse: a distributed responsibility along 

the FSC and a complex relationship to food where wasting it is seen as morally repugnant but 

is simultaneously de-valued. These storylines focus on social relations but excludes the 

structural conditions that impede food waste prevention. The following section reviews the 

literature that focus on structural causes of food waste.  

 

2.3. Structural barriers to prevent food waste 
While the previous section focused on the responsibilization of consumers in relation to food 

waste, the present theme concerns structural barriers to prevent food waste. The theme is 

divided into two sections, where the first section is focused on the waste hierarchy as point of 

departure of food waste prevention and the second theme presents research on policy 

implications for food waste prevention. The purpose of the following section is not to suggest 

a revision of the waste framework directive, but rather to shed light on the limitations to the 

framework in relation to food waste prevention. 
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2.3.1. The waste hierarchy and food waste prevention 
Swedish municipalities are according to the European waste framework directive obliged to 

formulate measures to prevent food waste according to the waste hierarchy (Waste 

Framework Directive, 2008). The waste hierarchy is seen as an important component in the 

construction of food waste as an issue (Messner et al. 2020). Therefore, this section positions 

the present study in relation to previous research on the food waste hierarchy and aims to 

contribute with a nuanced understanding of the regulatory foundations around which 

municipalities formulate their waste plans. 

     The waste hierarchy is commonly understood as point of departure in order to understand 

food waste prevention (Abrahamsson, 2021; Ciccullo et al., 2021.; Corvellec et al., 2018; 

Papargyropoulou et al., 2014; Redlingshöfer et al., 2020; Schanes et al., 2018). This is not 

surprising since the waste framework directive declares how waste should be managed, and 

most importantly, that it should be prevented (Waste Framework Directive, 2008). 

Papargyropoulou et al. (2014) transform the waste hierarchy to a framework specifically 

designed for management of food waste and calls it the ‘food waste hierarchy’. The hierarchy 

consist of practices to “avoid surplus food generation throughout food production and 

consumption” and “prevent avoidable food waste generation throughout the food supply 

chain” (Papargyropoulou et al. 2014:113). Mourad (2016) further expands the scope of the 

hierarchy, where prevention is separated into two categories, namely ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ 

prevention. The difference between the two is that weak prevention “focus on improving 

efficiency, neglecting rebound effects and long-term risks [while strong prevention is] … 

attentive to overall resource limitations and appropriate patterns of production and 

consumptions – towards sustainability” (Mourad 2016:462). While strategies of weak 

preventive nature are formulated within the dominant order and reproducing the 

contemporary way of conduct, strong measure seek to change the structures surrounding 

waste prevention. These studies assume that the waste hierarchy is a sufficient framework to 

depart from when formulating preventive measures. However, others are more critical to the 

usefulness of EU’s waste hierarchy (Abrahamsson, n.d.; Corvellec et al., 2018; Hultman & 

Corvellec, 2012; Johansson & Corvellec, 2018; Messner et al., 2020).  

     By using the waste hierarchy as foundation for food waste prevention and address 

prevention together with the other stages in the hierarchy, the focus shifts from prevention to 

management of food surplus (Messner et al., 2020). If prevention is to be successful, the 
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practices surrounding it needs to be conceptualized in a different way than in relation to food 

waste.  

 

How we understand food waste prevention determines how we respond to it … by 

grouping food waste prevention with all other waste management approaches, the 

associations between food waste and broader food system dynamics have largely been 

obscured and neglected (Messner et al. 2020:806).  

 

This critique towards the food waste hierarchy can be found in Corvellec et al’s (2018) 

argument that prevention is not about waste. Instead, prevention of food waste should be 

conceptualized as an issue of overproduction and over overconsumption of food (Corvellec et 

al., 2018; Messner et al., 2020). Therefore, prevention of food waste should be targeted at the 

earlier stages of the FSC, by reducing food surplus and increase thoughtful consumption 

(Corvellec et al., 2018; Messner et al., 2020; Papargyropoulou et al., 2014; Teigiserova et al., 

2020). By formulating policy in relation to the waste hierarchy where waste is constructed as 

valuable, the understanding of both the environment and the economy become ‘black-boxed’ 

and taken for granted as separated and fixed entities rather than co-constitutive and dynamic 

(Hultman & Corvellec, 2012). Another critique related to the waste hierarchy framework as 

foundation for preventive work is brought forth by Abrahamsson (n.d.) who argues that the 

valorization of food waste as a resource in a circular economy normalize the wasting edible 

food and impede incentives to prevent food waste.  

     The research on the waste hierarchy focus on two aspects of the framework. One body of 

research consist of attempts to develop the waste hierarchy into a food waste hierarchy to 

effectively prevent food waste (Mourad, 2016; Papargyropoulou et al., 2014). The other body 

of research is critical about the waste hierarchy as foundation for food waste prevention and 

claims that prevention is not about waste and should be separated from the waste hierarchy 

(Corvellec et al., 2018; Hultman & Corvellec, 2012; Messner et al., 2020). The result from 

the present study contributes to the discussion about the usefulness of the waste hierarchy. 

Preventive work within municipalities is perceived as vague with no obvious function that 

should be assigned responsibility for food waste prevention. This perception is related to the 

waste hierarchy since prevention is discussed in relation to waste but cannot be managed as 

waste.  
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2.3.2. Policy and food waste prevention 
Politics around the responsibility of environmental issues such as food waste has become 

increasingly individualized (Evans 2011; Lidskog, Sandstedt, and Sundqvist 1997:20; 

Soneryd and Uggla 2011:35, 2015). This trend can be seen in the approach to policy 

formulation and governance in Sweden, which is focused on ‘soft measures’ and “governing 

through free will” (Soneryd and Uggla 2015:914). Soneryd and Uggla (2015) argue that ‘the 

responsible consumer’ is constructed to responsibilize individuals. Responsibilization is 

defined as “the distribution of responsibility for a number of issues that were previously seen 

as the responsibilities of sovereign nation-states, to actors such as private companies, interest 

organizations and individual consumers” (Soneryd and Uggla 2015:916). While the 

responsibilization of consumers’ have previously been reviewed, the present section is 

focused on the policy outcomes of such discourse. Soneryd and Uggla (2015:926) found that 

the ‘soft measures’ in governance lead to a situation where consumers need to practice self-

regulation and keep a conscious and reflexive attitude, while the “governing techniques are 

dispersed among various actors to the extent that, to most consumers, they do not appear to 

be forms of governing” (Soneryd and Uggla 2015:926). Even though these results are focused 

on environmental issues in general, food waste can be seen as a problem related to the 

environment and can therefore be discussed as such.  

      Most policies on food waste prevention involve soft instruments, such as informative 

strategies to increase awareness among individuals (Evans, 2011; Evans et al., 2017; 

Giordano et al., 2020; Johansson & Corvellec, 2018; Priefer et al., 2016). This contribute to a 

responsibilization of consumers and can be seen as constructing the problem as related to 

individual behavior (Welch et al., 2018). Evans et al. (2017:1404) states that “food waste is a 

systemic issue … there is a need to distinguish between the cause and location of waste”. 

Even if Swedish households waste 70% of the total amount of food waste and inedible by-

products of food, the cause of that waste might be located elsewhere. Instead of viewing food 

waste as a problem caused by consumer behavior, it is important to “consider the distribution 

of power to influence outcomes” (Evans et al., 2017).  

     Preventing food waste is difficult and various component needs to be considered. In an 

analysis of the amount of prevented food waste, Cristóbal et al. (2018) showed that measures 

to prevent food waste should “target the level of environmental impact, avoiding to set the 

targets at the level of avoided food waste generation, since the latter could lead to misleading 

measure implementation planning” (Cristóbal et al., 2018:3). This statement highlights the 
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complexity of food waste prevention in relation to policy and shows that it is difficult to 

measure something that does not exist. Instead, policy should focus on minimizing the 

environmental impact of the food that is wasted, since this is easier to measure.  

     The present study is closely connected with a study of European and Swedish national and 

municipal waste prevention plans (Johansson & Corvellec, 2018). Johansson and Corvellec’s 

(2018) study is a content analysis of the European Waste Framework directive; the Swedish 

waste prevention program and five municipal waste plans. Its purpose is to “critically assess 

its content and capability to prevent waste generation” (Johansson and Corvellec 2018:322). 

While the present study’s focus is on food waste, Johansson and Corvellec (2018) review 

policies on all sorts of waste. They found that of the analyzed objectives and measures, 51% 

of the activities aimed at redirecting existing waste flows, rather than preventing something 

from becoming waste in the first place. Preventive measures composed 49% of the objectives 

in the waste plans. Food waste prevention was found in 10% of the specified objectives. The 

measures proposed in the prevention plans consisted of regulation (5%); economy (2%); 

promotion (23%); investigation (32%); information (22%); infrastructure (7%); and 

cooperation (9%). Prevention of food waste was the most common objective in the municipal 

plans, although the results and objectives differed between the municipalities. More than 75% 

of the measures related to food waste was preventive, this trend was particularly strong at the 

municipal level where all the measures were related to prevention. Of the measures relating 

to food waste prevention, 36%  targeted the production of food (Johansson & Corvellec, 

2018). While these numbers are quite high, it is important to note that only a fraction of 

Sweden’s 290 municipalities is included in the analysis. The present study is therefore an 

important contribution to further investigate Sweden’s strategies to prevent food waste. 

     The most common measure in the waste plans was to increase the awareness of the need 

for waste prevention (Johansson & Corvellec, 2018). Cristóbal et al. (2018) found a similar 

result when analyzing European waste policy, where 80% of the measures was conducted 

within a low budget. The preventive actions were composed of consumer education 

campaigns; waste tracking and analytics; standardized data labelling; smaller plates; trayless 

dining; improved inventory management; cold chain management; and manufacturing line 

optimization. Cristóbal et al. (2018) claimed that the measures found in the lowest budget 

should be prioritized, since they are cheap and avoid large environmental consequences. The 

result from the study indicates that it is economically convenient to focus on informative 

measures to prevent food waste and that low budget alternatives are seen as preferable.  
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     Like most of the suggested measures to prevent food waste, information can be considered 

a “soft, not legally binding, with a low degree of governmental intrusiveness and coercion:” 

(Johansson and Corvellec 2018:327). Few measures related to governance of regulatory or 

economic character, something that Johansson & Corvellec (2018) related to the lack of 

sanctions if the European Waste framework directive is not followed.  

     The study by Cristóbal et al. (2018) contributed with insights on the effectiveness of 

measures to prevent food waste in relation to low cost and avoided environmental impact. A 

problem with using an economic calculation as part of the analysis is that it might affect the 

results and promote low-cost alternatives at the expense of measures with low environmental 

impact. Another problem is that the list of measures used for the study lack alternatives that 

targets the production of food surplus.  

 

2.4. Summary and contribution  
The research reviewed in this section focus on the various aspects of food waste and food 

waste prevention. First, I outlined that the understanding of food waste used in this paper 

derives from Redlingshöfer et al.’s (2002:2) definition where food waste is conceptualized as: 

“food that is removed at any stage in the life cycle of food, from production to consumption, 

and ends-up uneaten, regardless of its final destination. We do not consider as food waste 

separated inedible parts of food”. The definition is wide enough to include the entire FSC but 

narrow enough to exclude inedible by-products of food. Thereafter I reviewed the research 

discussing causes of food waste, where the main body of research about food waste focus on 

households and costumers, something that has been criticized as a way of responsibilizing 

consumers for a complex issue that requires a nuanced explanation(Evans, 2011; Evans et al., 

2017; Gille, 2013; Welch et al., 2018). An alternative view is that food waste is caused by 

food surplus, that is, overproduction (Corvellec et al., 2018; Messner et al., 2020; Mourad, 

2016). This perspective claims that food waste is a consequence of social structures rather 

than consumer habits. An example of such a structural barrier is the use of the waste 

hierarchy as point of departure for prevention. By discussing prevention in the context of 

waste, the problem of food waste is constructed as an issue of waste rather than of 

overproduction and the actions taken to prevent it occurs late in the FSC (Giordano et al., 

2020; Hultman & Corvellec, 2012). Another structural barrier relates to policies on food 

waste prevention, where studies have found that strategies to prevent food waste primarily 

consists of weak prevention and that the strategies preferred often implies small economic 

costs (Cristóbal et al., 2018; Johansson & Corvellec, 2018).  
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      The present study contributes to the research field on food waste prevention through 

investigating the role of institutions in relation to municipal food waste prevention from a 

sociological perspective. To the extent of my knowledge after reviewing the field of food 

waste studies, this topic has not previously been explored. Instead of focusing on either actors 

or structures, the institutional perspective allows for an understanding of how municipalities’ 

food waste prevention is influenced by their surroundings (Clemens & Cook, 1999). Further, 

the study contributes to the sociological body of knowledge on food waste prevention by 

suggesting that institutions offer an important component in the construction of the problem 

around food waste prevention.  

3. Theoretical and conceptual framework  
This section presents the theoretical framework and concepts that guides the study. Since the 

purpose of the study is to investigate the influence of institutions in relation to municipal food 

waste prevention, the main theoretical perspective draws on institutional theory. The concepts 

of institutions, agency, institutional durability and institutional insecurity are presented and 

discussed in relation to food waste (Clemens & Cook, 1999; Giddens, 1984:9; Montin, 2009). 

Further, Beck’s (1994:13) concept of individualization in the risk society is presented as an 

important concept to understand the waste regimes behind food waste generation and the 

weak and strong strategies to prevent food waste (Gille, 2013; Mourad, 2016). The final 

section presents the theory about the construction of distributed responsibility around food 

waste prevention (Welch et al., 2018). The theory suggests that food waste is constructed as a 

problem through a discourse coalition composed of storylines, collective actors, and 

practices. The present study show that institutions should be included as an additional 

component to understand the construction of food waste prevention and should be included as 

a concept in the theory. The theoretical framework surrounding the study should not be 

considered as objectively true descriptions of an entire society, but rather as suitable tools of 

explanation to understand the influence of institutions on municipal food waste prevention.   

 

3.1. Food waste prevention and the influence of institutions 
The debate between structure and agency is as ancient as the field of sociology (Durkheim, 

2014; Weber, 2012). The extreme opposing sides of the discussion disregard either agency or 

structure as explanatory variables in the construction and organization of society, while the 

less radical positions tend to acknowledge that both aspects are interlinked as co-constitutive 

parts of society (Battilana & D’annu, 2009; Bourdieu, 1993; Giddens, 1984). The present 
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study understands agency in relation to the assumptions proposed in Giddens’ (1984) 

structuration theory. Giddens (1984:9) suggests that agency refers to individual’s capability 

of acting and is therefore related to power. In practice, this means that “action depends upon 

the capability of the individual to ‘make a difference’ to a pre-existing state of affair or 

course of event. An agent ceases to be such if he or she loses the capability to ‘make a 

difference’, that is, to exercise some sort of power” (Giddens 1984:14). In relation to food 

waste prevention, the agency of municipalities to prevent food waste is determined by their 

capability to do so. Further, this study assumes a theoretical perspective where agency is 

influenced by institutions. An institution is defined as:  

 

… constraining or constitutive, as operating through regulative, normative, or cognitive 

mechanisms: institutions exert patterned high-order effects on the actions, indeed the 

constitution, of individuals and organizations without requiring repeated collective 

mobilization or authoritative intervention to achieve these regularities (Clemens & Cook, 

1999:444-445). 

 

 By analyzing food waste prevention from such a position, it becomes feasible to move 

beyond the narrow focus on actors, blame, and responsibility, and shed light on how wider 

institutions influence municipal food waste prevention strategies. Further, to understand the 

durability of weak food waste prevention strategies, institutional theory contributes with 

valuable insights about organizations’ behavior in relation to their social surrounding 

(Clemens & Cook, 1999)..  

The argument is that organizations gain legitimacy by operating according to normative 

surroundings. The focus in this study is on the model of conduct through which institutions 

influence municipalities through schemas that has become embedded and taken-for granted in 

social practices. Institutional durability is defined as “models [that are] reinforced through 

socialization or interaction or legitimation while alternative scripts remain unimaginable” 

(Clemens & Cook, 1999). Further, when difficult problems are distributed among different 

actors and arenas, there is a risk of institutional insecurity where it becomes unclear who is 

responsible for managing the problem (Montin, 2009). In this study, institutionalism is used 

as a theoretical framework to understand how the strategies enacted by municipalities to 

prevent food waste corresponds with the broader institutionalized norms. Alternative food 

waste prevention options that would oppose the institutions in place are therefore not 

considered as viable options.  
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3.2. Institutionalized individualism and food waste prevention 
This section discusses the role of individualization processes in relation to the influence of 

institutions on municipal food waste prevention. Individualization is seen as an important 

component of the social relationships and institutions, the waste regimes, that produce food 

waste (Gille, 2013). The present study departs from an understanding of contemporary 

Sweden as a risk society, which is “an epoch in which the dark sides of progress increasingly 

come to dominate social debate. What no one saw and no one wanted – the self-

endangerment and the devastation of nature – is becoming the motive force of history” (Beck, 

1995:2). The responsible actors, such as politicians, in the risk society operate according to 

the rules of industrial society, where economic growth and welfare are the key objectives. 

This logic is problematic when faced with difficult threats such as environmental issues and 

the responsible institutions lack efficient means to tackle these challenges (Beck 1994:5). In 

the case of food waste prevention, this would mean that municipalities’ strategies to prevent 

food waste are inefficient and not organized to prevent excess. This incapability is related to 

an individualization process that is seen as an intrinsic aspect of modern society. 

Individualization is defined as:      

 

First, the disembedding and, second, the re-embedding of industrial society ways in life 

by new ones, in which the individuals must produce, stage and cobble together their 

biographies themselves. It does not occur by chance, nor individually, nor voluntarily, 

nor through diverse types of historical conditions, but rather all at once and under the 

general conditions of the welfare state in developed industrial labor society (Beck 

1994:13).  

 

Sweden is often described as deeply individualized in relation to Beck’s (1994:13) definition. 

Individuals decide which life they would like to lead and are constantly confronted with 

various choices. Further, this implies an responsibilization of individuals in relation to 

environmental issues. Instead of regulating and governing environmental harms, indivudals 

are responsible to choose responsibly (Soneryd & Uggla, 2015). The individualization 

process affects not only individuals but society at large, where the institutions designed to 

protect and act against risks such as food waste lacks efficiency and power to properly do so 

(Beck 1994:13). These processes can contribute to understand why Swedish municipal food 

waste prevention strategies mainly consist of soft governance and weak strategies that 

reproduce the dominant social structures (Mourad, 2016; Soneryd & Uggla, 2015). Weak 

strategies to prevent food waste seek to improve efficiency and develop technologies within 
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the contemporary social structures. Mourad (2016) claims that this is problematic since weak 

preventive practices are not sufficient to manage environmental risks and resource 

limitations. The alternative to weak prevention consist of strong strategies, which strives to 

disrupt the contemporary ways of conduct and implement solutions that change production 

and consumption habits (Mourad, 2016). 

     Individualization is understood as closely connected with the institutionalized freedom of 

choice that influence municipal food waste prevention. The concept of individualization is 

used in the analysis to understand how individuals can choose for themselves whether they 

decide to contribute to food waste prevention practices. Individualization processes affect 

municipal food waste prevention, where weak prevention and soft governance are understood 

as consequences of inefficient political institutions.  

 

3.3 The construction of distributed responsibility around food waste 

prevention 
The theory of distributed responsibility claims that food waste is constructed as a problem 

through a discourse coalition (Welch et al., 2018). A discourse coalition is defined as “a set 

of storylines, the actors who utter those storylines and the practices in which this discursive 

activity is based” (Welch et al. 2018:9). The discourse coalition consists of a network of 

actors and stakeholders related to the issue of food waste, such as “grocery retailers, 

consultancies, third sector organizations, campaign groups and policymakers” (Welch et al. 

2018:8). That is, the actors who allegedly has a prerogative of interpretation have constructed 

a narrative of distributed responsibility which compose the dominant understanding of the 

issue and affects how it is discussed, understood, and responded to by society. 

     Storylines are part of the construction of a discourse coalition and can be described as 

short statements containing a more complex and elaborate narrative (Welch et al., 2018). A 

storyline “offer causal links that provide plausible reasons why outcomes should be expected 

and therefore how problems are framed and responded to” (Welch et al. 2018:9). When two 

storylines support each other, a base of the discourse coalition is formed. The first storyline in 

relation to distributed responsibility of food waste relates to the perception that actors within 

the entire FSC are responsible to prevent food waste. This perception relates to the 

understanding of food waste generation as a consequence of  “interactions and linkages 

within a system of provision encompassing production, distribution and consumption” 

(Welch et al. 2018:9). The second storyline consists of a complicated relationship to food 

waste. Even though food waste is considered as morally repugnant, food continues to be 
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wasted. The environmental and social issues related to food waste are numerous, but there is 

a culturally de-valuing of food due to alienation from its origin and production as well as the 

low prices.  

     The second aspect that constitute the discourse coalition is the existence of collective 

actors. These constitute a small network of actors such as: “retailers, sustainability 

consultancies, third sector organizations, campaign groups, civil society organizations and 

policy actors, as well as, to a degree, academics” (Welch et al. 2018:11). These actors share 

knowledge and information among each other and by producing and reproducing the 

storylines around the issue of food waste they construct a mutual understanding of the 

problem. The practices involved in constructing the discourse coalition consist of 

participating in the network of collective actors through attending relevant activities, 

technical practices to measure and analyze food waste, and provide information through 

marketing and communication. These practices enact and transfer the storylines along the 

FSC to the mainstream society (Welch et al. 2018).  

     The theory of distributed responsibility assumes a constructivist perspective to understand 

how the problem around food waste is constructed through a discourse coalition. The 

components in the coalition consist of storylines, collective actors, and practices that together 

produce a dominant understanding of food waste as a problem of distributed responsibility. 

The present study seeks to develop the theory of distributed responsibility by including 

institutions as a component that influence the construction of the problem around food waste 

prevention. Institutions are embedded in social structures and determine which storylines are 

applicable and appropriate. Further, they influence the collective actors’ perceptions and 

practices that compose the discourse coalition. By including an institutional perspective, it is 

feasible to investigate the underlying barriers to prevent food waste. 

4. Methodological considerations 
This chapter describe and motivate the study´s methodological considerations. The empirical 

material that is the foundation of the analysis consists of 137 waste plans and 10 interviews 

with municipal and public authority representatives. These methods have been chosen since 

they are suitable in relation to the purpose of the study, which is to investigate the influence 

of institutions on municipal food waste prevention. Through the document analysis of the 

waste plans, I have thematically demonstrated which strategies are taken by municipalities to 

prevent food waste. These strategies reflect how the problem of food waste is constructed. 

Further, the interviews provide deeper insight about municipal and public authority 



20 

 

representatives’ perceptions about the influence of institutions on municipal food waste 

prevention.  

 

4.1. Approach 
The study is inspired by ethnographic methodology where the generation of knowledge is 

produced through interpretation, reflexivity and in collaboration with the informants 

(Göransson, 2019:16). Instead of rigidly following a method guide, I am inspired by Law’s 

(2004:5) method assemblage. Law suggest that reality is a complex web of contradictions, 

something that is neglected in traditional research methodologies where it is assumed that if 

the guidelines of a method are properly followed, certain truths about reality will be 

discovered (Law 2004:5). Method assemblage makes room for creativity and the mixing of 

methods in accordance with the purpose of the study and not in accordance with a fixed set of 

method instructions. In the present study, I have an ethnographic approach but include 

descriptive statistics to analyze municipal food waste prevention strategies.  

     The study has been conducted through an abductive logic inspired by Danermark et al., 

(2019:116) and Göransson (2019:16). Rather than providing deductive or inductive 

inferences about municipal food waste prevention, the focus is on re-describing and exploring 

alternative explanations of barriers to food waste prevention. The dialectic between theory 

and empirical cases is central in abductive reasoning, where interpretation is considered as an 

inevitable component of our perception. This assumption implies that empirical material is 

always dependent on the subjective experience of phenomena, hence can never be studied as 

independent or objective accounts of reality. Consequently, the interpretation of one and the 

same observation may differ depending on the previous understanding of the phenomenon 

(Danermark et al. 2019:116). This epistemological perspective is closely interlinked with the 

ethnographic assumptions that inspires this project (Göransson, 2019). An abductive 

approach is related to a research process that moves back and forth between empirical 

analysis and theoretical perspectives, which is an appropriate description of how the present 

study have been conducted.  

     The epistemological position reflected in this thesis is one that assumes that research 

cannot be mechanically objective (Daston & Galison, 1992). As a researcher, I am not an 

objective vessel where empirical information is transformed into results, but rather an active 

agent that makes decisions and interprets information (Göransson, 2019:120). Therefore, it is 

important to acknowledge that I as a writer have certain background assumptions. As a 

student of sociology engaged in environmental activities, my experience is that it is difficult 



21 

 

to implement sustainable solutions if these conflict with for example economic growth. With 

this said, I strive for a critical, reflexive, and transparent approach to the project. This 

position reflects the epistemological assumptions posed by critical realism (Danermark et al., 

2019). Critical realism “alters the core ontological assumption to incorporate the role of 

human perception of reality … there are objectively knowable, mind-independent realities, 

but the influence of human perception and cognition in shaping that reality is acknowledged” 

(Evely et al., 2008). This view of knowledge is closely connected to a methodological 

approach that includes both quantitative and qualitative data. In the present study, I attempt 

not to black-box reality, but to acknowledge the complexity and multifaceted nature of the 

relationship between knowledge and reality. This does not mean that the results are invalid or 

unimportant. To present a fair and honest account of reality, I aspire to present the 

methodological considerations and my decisions in a transparent manner that shows a critical 

and reflexive approach (Bourdieu & Chartier, 2015; Collins, 2009; Latour, 2010; Law, 2004).   

 

4.2. Material 
The study was conducted through two steps and was inspired by critical methodological 

pluralism (Danermark et al., 2019:150) . The first phase consisted of descriptively gathering 

and analyzing strategies to prevent food waste in municipal waste plans. The results from the 

analysis of the waste plan guided the purposive sampling process where candidates were 

selected for interviews for the second more exploratory phase (Bryman, 2008:434). The 

methods are seen as complementary, where the analysis of the waste plans shed light on 

Sweden’s strategy to prevent food waste but does not provide a deeper insight, which instead 

was gained from the interviews.  

     The mixed method approach is challenging since quantitative and qualitative paradigms 

have a long tradition of assuming opposing epistemological positions. The differences are 

founded on the idea that quantitative research strives for objectivism while qualitative 

research allows for subjectivity and emphasize the role of interpretation (Goertz & Mahoney, 

2012). The epistemological position reflected in this study is one of methodological 

pluralism, where different methods are perceived as suitable for different questions and 

purposes but can be used complementary as well (Lamont & Swidler, 2014; Law, 2004:14). 

Furthermore, the descriptive statistics included in this study is created from municipal waste 

plans and does not claim to objectively reflect reality. The methodological work behind these 

statistics consists of interpretation, decisions, and reflexivity which are the same virtues as 

those adopted when analyzing the qualitative data. The empirical material consists of 137 
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Swedish municipal waste plans and 10 interviews with municipal and public authority 

representatives. For the sake of clarity, the review of the material is divided into two sections 

where the waste plans are described first, followed by a presentation of the interview data.  

 

4.2.1. Waste plans 
Waste plans are municipal documents regulated by the Swedish Waste Ordinance and The 

Swedish Environmental Protection Agency (hereafter EPA) (SFS 2020:613, 2020). The plans 

contain various waste management topics, but the important content for this study consist of 

the strategies to prevent food waste. In this study, a waste plan is understood as the agreed 

upon strategy to minimize the food waste generated within municipal functions and 

households. From a sociological perspective, the strategies to prevent food waste in 

municipal waste plans are viewed as a reflection of how the problem of food waste is 

constructed and thus how it should be responded to.  

     The decision to analyze the waste plans was motivated from a theoretical as well as 

practical ground. Municipal waste plans compose a suitable empirical material to investigate 

Sweden’s food waste prevention strategies and how the problem around food waste is 

constructed. From a practical perspective, Swedish municipal waste plans compose a suitable 

material since they are regulated by the Swedish Waste Ordinance and the EPA (SFS 

2020:613, 2020). The municipal waste plans are governed by the Swedish national waste plan 

which specifically aims to “prevent waste and reach a more resource effective and non-toxic 

waste management in accordance with the waste hierarchy” (EPA, 2020c). According to 

paragraph §8 in the Swedish Waste Ordinance, municipal waste plans shall be evaluated at 

least every fourth year and updated if necessary (SFS 2020:613, 2020). These regular 

evaluations minimize the risk that the documents are outdated and irrelevant. 

     The sampling procedure was inspired by Dricko and Maschi (2015:36) and Kuckartz 

(2014:6) methodological approach of a multistage sampling process. The documents 

regulating Swedish municipal waste management consist of a waste plan and municipal waste 

regulations. During an examination of the content of the two, it was discovered that the waste 

regulation documents mainly consisted of information to households about their 

responsibilities, while waste plans included municipal policies regulating food waste. 

Therefore, the first sampling decision was to use municipal waste plans. To obtain useful 

results, I decided to include the entire population of Sweden’s 290 municipalities in the 

sampling frame. Of these, several municipalities shared a joint waste plan with one or more 

other municipalities. The total amount of waste plans that has been sampled is therefore 137 
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documents. The first stage of a multistage sampling process is to define the sample (Drisko 

and Maschi 2015:39). Two of the municipalities waste plans was not available online. To 

retrieve these plans, I contacted the concerned municipalities costumer services. One of the 

municipalities answered that they did not have a valid waste plan, while the other municipal 

did not respond. These two municipalities are therefore considered as nonresponses. 

     The next stage in the sampling process is to identify sampling units of interest (Drisko and 

Maschi 2015:41). This was important since the waste plans included information about 

different kinds of waste that municipalities regulate. These subunits were determined during 

the pre-study where 3 plans from municipalities of different sizes were analyzed. To obtain 

all relevant segments, the search was triangulated by targeting following keywords: ‘food 

waste’, ‘prevention’, ‘minimization’. The amount of material was significantly reduced, 

while all relevant information remained. The remaining recording units was used to identify 

relevant segments in the documents. The coding was determined through criterions of 

inclusion. Segments with the following characteristics were included and coded: segments 

presenting a strategy to reduce food waste; and segments with general waste prevention 

strategy where food waste is not explicitly excluded.  

 

4.2.2. Interviews 
The waste plans can be seen as a framework for the interviews, where I identified different 

municipalities’ strategies to prevent food waste and decided to conduct a purposeful sampling 

for the interviews based on the results of the document analysis. In relation to the scope of 

this project, I aimed at doing approximately 10 interviews. While an extensive sample would 

have generated a more extensive result, this was not possible in terms of time and resources. 

Instead of attempting to achieve a representative sample for all of Sweden’s municipalities, 

the interviews should be viewed to get deeper insight about the practices and reasoning 

behind the waste plans. Therefore, municipalities with different strategies to prevent food 

waste was selected and included in the sample. Of the contacted municipalities, 8 accepted 

the invitation to participate in the study. Beyond these informants, two public authorities 

were contacted since they are stakeholders involved in Sweden’s work to prevent food waste. 

Two representatives from the public authorities accepted the invitation. Since the sample size 

is very small, I do not claim to have reached saturation through this study. Nevertheless, the 

data from the interviews showed similar patterns even though the informants was targeted for 

their different waste prevention strategies. This is interpreted as an indicator of shared 

perceptions among the informants in relation to institutional barriers to prevent food waste. 
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The informants are perceived as a homogenous group in the sense that they are all experts in 

food waste prevention and part of their job description is to prevent food waste in Sweden. 

However, they are heterogenous in the sense that they represent different self-governing 

municipalities and two different public authorities. These differences are important since they 

reflect various experiences, backgrounds, and prerequisites. Therefore, the analysis reflects a 

view where the informants are treated as individuals with differences and similarities, but 

their quotes are considered as personal sense-making of waste prevention.      

      I conducted 10 planned interviews between April and May 2021 that lasted between 

approximately 35-85 minutes. Ethnographic interviews can be guided by pre-prepared themes 

and discussion topics (Göransson, 2019:120). The interview guide for this study can be found 

in Appendix 2. Even though I had prepared topics, the discussions followed the logic of a 

conversation between the informant and I rather than a question-answer dynamic. Due to 

Covid-19 the interviews were conducted digitally, via the programs Zoom and Teams. The 

overall experience of interviewing online was positive and in relation to the circumstances it 

was the only feasible option. However, there was some technical issues and in some 

interviews the informants had to turn off their cameras for the connection to properly 

function. During the transcription of these interviews, it became apparent that the quality of 

the conversation was affected when the informants and I could no longer see each other. The 

conversations without camera became more formal and structured than the discussions where 

we could see each other’s body language and facial expressions. This might have affected the 

interpretation of the material and to minimize that risk I attempted to maintain awareness 

while transcribing, coding, and analyzing the different interviews.      

     In accordance with the ethnographic inspired approach (Göransson, 2019:121), the 

material produced during the interviews is treated as statements where the informants reflect 

and share their meaning-making of waste prevention. Since I am a Swedish citizen, I am 

familiar with the cultural context in which Swedish municipal waste prevention takes place, 

the interviews should be understood as an attempt to estrange and distance myself from the 

field. The interviews are interpreted as rapid visits into the field through informants’ 

perceptions of waste prevention, which are contextualized through the waste plans framing of 

the actual practices of food waste prevention.  

 

4.3. Analysis 
To investigate the influence of institutions on municipal food waste prevention, I have 

analyzed municipal food waste prevention strategies and conducted interviews to obtain a 
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deeper understanding of how municipal and public authority representatives perceive their 

role as preventers of food waste. A thematic analysis (TA) inspired by Clarke and Braun 

(2017) and Kuckartz (2014:5) was chosen as analytical framework for its flexibility (Clarke 

& Braun, 2017). Flexibility was a key feature in this mixed method study, not only due to the 

diverse nature of the data from the waste plans and interviews, but in relation to the abductive 

approach where the research questions evolved throughout the process as well. TA provided a 

suitable way to manage the large body of data into themes which constituted useful units of 

analysis (Clarke and Braun 2017). Rather than summarizing the content of data, TA is able to 

“identify, and interpret, key, but not necessarily all, features of the data” (Clarke and Braun 

2017:297).   

 

4.3.1. Coding 
The coding process was inspired by the thematic analysis brought forth by Kuckartz (2014:5) 

and Braun and Clarke (2006; 2017). Since the study was conducted in two phases where the 

waste plans directed the sample selection for the interviews, the initial analysis consisted of 

the empirical material of the waste plans. For the sake of clarity, this section is disposed 

chronologically. The first section is devoted to the waste plans, followed by a description of 

the analysis of the interviews.  The empirical material was coded in the data program 

MAXQDA. MAXQDA is an analytics program for qualitative data that stores, organize, and 

manage empirical material. The decision to use a software to manage the data was motivated 

by convenience in relation to the large amount of empirical material.  

 

4.3.2.1. Waste plans 
The waste plans were imported to MAXQDA, where the initial step was to read through the 

data and write down ideas for codes and categories in accordance with (Braun & Clarke, 

2006) methodological steps to a TA. To ensure that no material was excluded, the entire 

documents was examined during the first review of the waste plans. Thereafter, only the 

recording units were re-read and coded.  During the coding process, I aspired to maintain a 

reflexive position and critically assess the decisions made. The construction of the code 

‘dictionary’ could have been presented as a straightforward process without much 

interpretation that generates objectively valid results from manifest data. However, such a 

representation would not accurately account for the hinterland of contradictions and 

interpretation behind this process (Law, 2004). To present a transparent account of the coding 

process, it is important to acknowledge that the coding dictionary was not a standardized tool 
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but has been constructed by me. This process involved constant decision making and 

interpretation, and to strive for a valid and reliable result, I decided to conduct a specific code 

for every different strategy taken to prevent food waste. This process was slow and required a 

critical and reflexive attitude. Some of the strategies that was presented as a single strategy in 

the waste plans was coded as different strategies. An example of this can be found in 

following segment:  

 

Information about the food waste costs for the environment and economy. Educate and 

inform school kitchens and their personnel in the municipality about the importance of 

minimizing food waste and how that can be achieved (Waste plan 1) 

 

This segment is presented as a single strategy in the waste plan. However, it suggests two 

different strategies and was therefore coded as both ‘provide information’ and ‘educate 

stakeholders in how food waste can be prevented’. When the waste plans had been coded 

through these specific codes, it was necessary to group them into larger themes in order to 

construct meaningful units of analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006). Both of the codes presented 

above was categorized as ‘strategy to increase awareness’. The method allowed me to 

properly identify the actual strategies in the different waste plans, and through this overview 

identify suitable themes. The following themes was constructed from the coded material: 

 

1) Prevention 

i. Strategies to increase awareness 

ii. Measure the amount of food waste 

iii. Concrete actions to prevent food waste 

iv. Regulatory strategies to prevent food waste 

2) Does not suggest strategies to prevent food waste  

 

These themes were suitable since they reflect the different specific strategies, and 

simultaneously provide useful units of analysis to investigate how the problem of food waste 

is constructed. The themes were constructed through a process where I identified common 

traits in the code and grouped them together under a category. When all codes had been 

sorted, these themes displayed the result. Since the themes reflect the actual strategies 

presented in the waste plans, they can be considered as a valid representation of the data.  
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4.3.2.2. Interviews 
The transcription of the 10 interviews was inspired by Braun and Clarke's (2006) notion that 

thematic analysis does not require a deep level of detail: “what is important is that the 

transcript retains the information you need, from the verbal account, and in a way which is 

‘true’ to its original nature” (Braun and Clarke 2006:88). The relevant sections in the 

interviews were transcribed in its entirety, but protracted verbal accounts that were seen as 

lacking any relevance to the study were excluded due to time constraints. The transcription 

process was valuable, while reading and becoming acquainted with the material I was 

simultaneously able to note down ideas of codes and themes (Braun and Clarke 2006). 

Thereafter, the transcribed material was coded, categorized and thematized to investigate the 

influence of institutions on municipal food waste prevention. The analysis and interpretation 

of the material resulted in the construction of the following themes: 

 

1) The construction of the problem around food waste 

2) The influence of consumers in relation to municipal food waste prevention  

3) Structural implications for municipal food waste prevention 

 

The same reflexive and critical attitude that guided the coding of the waste plans was 

maintained during the coding of the transcribed interviews, and the discussion will therefore 

not be repeated. Since the interviews were conducted in Swedish, the empirical material that 

is quoted in this study has been translated from Swedish to English by me. 

 

4.4. Trustworthiness and authenticity 
Interpretation was a central aspect of the analysis of the empirical material (Braun & Clarke, 

2006; Göransson, 2019:120). The raw empirical material was interpreted through the process 

of coding, categorizing and thematizing. Therefore, the following section consists a 

discussion of the study’s trustworthiness and authenticity (Bryman, 2008:354; Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018:574).  

     The mixed method approach that has guided this study is a strategy to ensure 

trustworthiness by triangulating the data (Bryman, 2008:355; Creswell & Creswell, 

2018:275). To strengthen the confirmability in the study, I attempt to explicitly state my 

background assumptions and values in a transparent and reflexive manner to present the 
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empirical material in a nuanced, conclusive, and fair manner that reflects the patterns and 

content in the data.  

     One of the benefits with analyzing publicly available documents is that there is no 

interpersonal relation between the creator of the data and the receiver of the material. This 

minimize the risk of reactivity and is important for the credibility of the study (Bryman, 

2008:354; Drisko & Maschi, 2015:42). Since the study consists of interviews as well the 

interpersonal relation between me and the informants may have influenced the responses and 

thus the trustworthiness of the results. Inspired by an ethnographic approach (Göransson, 

2019:120), the interview setting was seen as a site where knowledge is produced through the 

interaction between the informants and me, where the purpose is not to discover truths about 

the world but rather to understand how the informants make sense of waste prevention. It is 

therefore assumed that even though the knowledge and narratives may be affected by the 

context, these are dependable representations of the informants’ perceptions.    

     Different practices have been undertaken to strive for dependable results (Bryman, 

2008:355; Creswell & Creswell, 2018:275-276). The transcripts has been checked for errors; 

the coded material has been thoroughly reviewed to strive for consistency; and the different 

steps in the analysis have been documented and repeated throughout the analysis (Bryman, 

2008:355; Creswell & Creswell, 2018:275). In this study, dependability is not considered in 

the sense of generalization. Rather, the value of the study lies in its particularity, 

transferability, and thick descriptions. By studying municipal and public authority 

representatives’ context specific perceptions of food waste prevention, it is possible to 

explore how this particular group perceive the phenomenon. While the specific results are not 

generalizable as universal truths, they show why there is a need to focus on institutions in 

research about food waste prevention. 

     The study has been conducted in relation to the five criterions for authenticity in 

qualitative research (Bryman, 2008:357). By assuming a reflexive and critical approach to the 

material, I have attempted to present the quotes from the informants in an honest and fair 

manner. The other criterions of authenticity aim at improving the situation for the informants 

in relation to the topic of study (Bryman, 2008:357). Since food waste prevention is a 

complex matter which involves numerous actors, it is not reasonable to believe that this study 

has changed or improved the ability of the informants to prevent food waste. However, it 

might have contributed to new perspectives and reflections that may spread and eventually 

develop into improved municipal food waste prevention strategies.  
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4.5. Ethical considerations 
The study has been conducted in accordance with the Swedish national council’s ethical 

guidelines (Vetenskapsrådet, 2017). During the data collection the informants were informed 

prior to the interview about the purpose of the study, the voluntary participation and 

possibility to at any time withdraw the consent of participation. Further, I announced that the 

names of the respondents, municipalities, and public authorities they represented would be 

de-identified to protect their privacy. At the beginning of each interview, the informants were 

once again informed about the purpose of the study and their rights as participants. All the 

respondents consented to participation and recording of the interviews. The recordings and 

transcriptions were stored on a hard drive that only I have access to. The empirical material 

has been gathered and used for the present study and will not be used for other purposes.  

The study has been conducted according to the principles of reliability, honesty, respect, and 

responsibility (Vetenskapsrådet, 2017). These tenets have been present throughout the entire 

project and are displayed through transparency and reflexivity about the hinterland of 

contradictions and complexity that lies beneath the final product (Law, 2004:13).  

 

5. Results and analysis 
This chapter presents the results and analysis of the empirical material. The influence of 

institutions on municipal food waste prevention is investigated through three themes. The 

first theme is about municipal food waste prevention strategies and the role of municipal 

responsibility. Descriptive statistics over municipal food waste prevention strategies is 

presented and show that most strategies taken to prevent food waste are directed at increasing 

awareness among consumers. These findings reflect a construction of the problem of food 

waste as related to consumer behavior. Further, most strategies reflect weak preventive 

strategies that reproduce institutionalized structures and practices. The role of municipal 

responsibility in relation to food waste prevention is perceived to be obvious in some ways, 

but in other ways vague. The EPA (2020b) have delegated the responsibility to prevent food 

waste from household and municipal functions to Sweden’s municipalities, but since 

prevention is intangible, distributed among several actors, and does not clearly belong to one 

single function it is perceived as difficult to prevent food waste.  

     The second theme discuss the role of consumers in relation to food waste prevention. The 

analysis exhibits an ambiguous view on consumer responsibility. On the one hand consumers 

are treated as unaware of their problematic behavior and in need of education and at the same 
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time consumers are viewed as actors within a consumerist society who reproduce institutions 

that contributes to food waste generation. Finally, the analysis discusses structural barriers to 

prevent food waste. The empirical material displayed a pattern where Sweden’s way of 

governance and the consumerist society was emphasized as two key influences on municipal 

food waste prevention strategies. Sweden’s mode of governance takes much consideration to 

the free will of individuals. This is a strong ideal embedded in the political sphere that affects 

policy outcomes, attitudes to legislation and regulation as well as perceived ability to 

implement such instruments. Further, the empirical material suggests that there is an 

antagonism between the consumerist society which builds on growth and food waste 

prevention. These logics collide and makes it difficult to prevent food waste and 

simultaneously strive for economic growth and increased consumption.  

     The three themes discuss different barriers to prevent food waste: the vagueness and 

intangibility of prevention; the role of consumer in reproducing unsustainable patterns; and 

the structural surroundings that impede food waste prevention. At first glance these might 

appear as unrelated problems since they focus respectively on actors, organizations, and 

structures. Nevertheless, these barriers reflect one and the same institutionalized freedom of 

choice that characterize the individualization in contemporary Sweden (Beck, 1994:13). 

Municipal responsibility is perceived as limited to providing information and increasing 

awareness, since consumers should be free to choose whether to discard food or prevent food 

waste. The durability of weak municipal food waste prevention strategies are reproduced 

through the freedom of choice by consumers as well as structures, leaving other preventive 

options unexplored. Further, the results from the study show that it is fruitful to include the 

role of institutions in the construction of the problem around food waste prevention, since 

they frame action and influence perceptions (Clemens & Cook, 1999; Welch et al., 2018).  

     The informants are treated as experts on food waste prevention. In this sense, they possess 

similar characteristics and can be considered as a homogenous group. Despite this similarity 

the informants represent municipalities and public authorities with varying food waste 

prevention strategies. The informants work in varying roles, have various backgrounds, 

operate in different context in municipalities or public authorities with shifting resources and 

politics. These different backgrounds are seen as important factors that may contribute to 

diverse perceptions and knowledge about food waste prevention. Therefore, a quote from an 

informant should be considered as a statement representing the specific individual rather than 

the groups understanding and sense making of food waste prevention.         
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5.1. Municipal food waste prevention 
This section presents the municipal strategies to prevent food waste and discusses the 

construction of the problem around food waste prevention. The analysis departs from an 

understanding of Swedish municipal waste plans as strategies to prevent food waste. These  

influence and reflect the norms, attitudes, and behaviors related to food waste prevention 

(Clemens & Cook, 1999). The following section provides a brief descriptive analysis of the 

strategies suggested to prevent food waste by Sweden’s municipalities.  

 

5.1.1. Municipal waste plans as strategies to prevent food waste 
The analysis of municipal waste plans demonstrated that 64% of the strategies suggested in 

Sweden’s municipal waste plans are directed at increasing awareness among consumers 

through for example information, campaigns, competitions, and education. Other strategies 

include the role of municipalities as role models responsible for providing ‘good examples’; 

make responsible procurement within the municipalities; cooperate with other stakeholders; 

and include the public in the discussion around food waste prevention. Measuring the amount 

of already existing waste comprised 14.8% of the strategies in the waste plans. While it may 

be debatable whether this is a preventive action, it is argued to be necessary in order to 

evaluate progress and is therefore included in the analysis. The third most common strategy 

was represented by 14% of the coded segments and consisted of concrete actions to prevent 

food waste through for example food donations; reusing food; creative storing opportunities 

such as kitchen design; and reducing plate sizes. Interestingly, 5% of the coded segments, 

that is 25 waste plans, presented no strategies to prevent food waste. This number indicates 

that not all municipalities for one reason or the other follows the waste ordinance (SFS 

2020:613, 2020). This result should not be interpreted as evidence that concerned 

municipalities do not engage in preventive activities. Rather, it may be a consequence of lack 

of resources, as stated by a representative from a small municipality:  

 

In the best of world the waste plans should be reviewed every term of office, every 

fourth year, and then there are many reasons why, as in the case of municipality A, there 

is an explanation behind [the fact] that it is old as ***, but it does not reflect how we 

work, but rather that in small municipality you do not have the same resources, so you 

have to prioritize to work where you are (Interview A).  

 

Of the strategies proposed to prevent food waste, only 3% suggested regulatory strategies 

such as taxation on food waste, and implementation of food waste minimization in policy 
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documents. The following diagram represents the different strategies municipalities plan to 

undertake to prevent food waste among households and local functions: 

 

 

Figure 1. Descriptive statistics demonstrating a thematic analysis of the different strategies 

found in the municipal waste plans.  

 

The strategies to prevent food waste provide information about the construction of food waste 

as an issue. As stated in the introduction, the strategies can be viewed not only as planned 

actions within municipalities, but as a presentation of Sweden’s attempts to reach the United 

Nation’s sustainable development goal 12.3. (FAO, n.d.). Another way to view the results is 

as a reflection of perceived responsibility for wasting food by investigating what/who the 

strategies are directed at. More than half of the proposed strategies are directed at individuals, 

which reflect an assumption that by increasing awareness among citizens food waste will be 

prevented. Even though regulatory strategies are directed at individuals, they are different 

from strategies to increase awareness to the extent that the former have enforcing character. 

This distinction can be formulated as forms of ‘weak’ and ‘strong’ preventive strategies 

(Mourad, 2016). Weak prevention reproduces the contemporary social structures by 

advocating efficient solutions and technologies as enough to eliminate food waste. Weak 

strategies assume that food waste can be prevented within existing society without changing 

production or consumption patterns. Strong prevention on the other hand is directed to 
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change the structural foundations that generate food surplus and “limit the production and 

consumption of unneeded food” (Mourad 2016:469). In this sense, advocates for strong 

prevention assumes that food waste is a result of production and consumption patterns rather 

than of food management. While weak strategies to increase awareness appeal to individuals’ 

conscience and good will, regulating food waste through strong prevention such as taxes and 

policy have practical implications for the individual. Strong prevention signals that food 

waste is an issue that should be taken seriously, and that wasting food entails economic 

consequences. Sweden’s municipalities’ strategies to prevent food waste is dominated by 

weak prevention (96.8%). Strategies to increase awareness, weighing food waste, and the 

concrete strategies taken to prevent food waste can be conceptualized as weak prevention. 

They occur within the contemporary structure and are directed at effective management of 

the food that is produced. The regulatory municipal strategies are categorized as strong 

prevention since they aspire to change consumption patterns. Most municipal food waste 

prevention strategies reflect an aspiration to prevent food waste as well as reach the 

sustainable development goals by enlightening citizens and maintaining structural ‘business 

as usual’. 

 

 

Figure 2. Descriptive statistics of the strategies in the waste plans categorized as ‘weak’ and 

‘strong’ prevention. 487 (96.8%) of the strategies belonged to weak prevention while 16 

(3.2%) strategies were interpreted as strong prevention. 

 

The analysis of the waste plans investigates the strategies around municipal food waste 

prevention. Food waste is constructed as an issue related to consumer behavior that can be 
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managed through weak preventive strategies such as innovative technologies and increased 

awareness amongst citizens. Even though these are interesting findings, the analysis of the 

waste plans does not generate a deeper understanding of the motives or decisions behind the 

municipal waste plans. The following sections explores the understanding of food waste 

preventions from within, through the perspectives of municipal and public authority 

representatives.   

 

5.1.2. The vagueness of food waste prevention  
The coupling of preventive strategies with waste management in the waste plans result in 

ambiguous perceptions of what prevention is and how it can be incorporated in municipalities 

work. Since municipalities operate according to the waste hierarchy in their work against 

food waste, the preventive strategies are formulated in the waste plans and in relation to other 

waste management strategies. The function of waste plans is to “guide municipalities’ waste 

management. The waste plans are decided politically so we can rely on them to make 

decisions” (Interview J). Further, waste plans are used as the “tool to strive upwards in the 

waste hierarchy and fulfil the national and EU directives as well, it can be seen as a 

concretization of how to strive upwards in the waste hierarchy” (Interview D). Waste plans 

are a useful tool to plan the practical preventive strategies, but there are no consequences or 

supervision by higher authorities to hold the municipals accountable if the strategies are not 

implemented. Municipal representative A stated that there is a risk of proposing ambitious 

strategies that do not get enacted:  

 

Well, after working with [waste plans] a long time you become quite refined, because 

you know, you want to see that [something happens], it is like okay, those are nice 

words, but what will really happen? (Interview A)  

 

According to the informant, it is difficult to implement the strategies in the waste plans if 

they are too ambitious. Municipal representative J highlighted the issue by stating that:  

 

Prevention is so tricky, because there is no proper place for the question really, right now 

the waste companies have taken responsibility for [prevention], but the other 

administrations should work with it as well, so it falls between the chairs, and nobody 

feels responsible. (Interview J)  

 

The problem articulated by informant J is that prevention is not about waste but should be 

incorporated in the entire organization, but there is no proper function assigned to deal with 
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the question. A public authority representative and expert in food waste prevention stated that 

locating prevention in the waste plans have benefits as well as disadvantages since:  

 

Waste prevention really has nothing with waste to do, when it has turned into waste it is 

too late to prevent it, but since waste prevention is such a large matter it is important that 

it is incorporated in all the municipality’s functions (Interview C).  

 

The informants acknowledged that it is vital to incorporate preventive strategies in the 

municipal organizations but stated that it is difficult to implement because it is unclear what 

prevention is and how municipals can contribute to preventive work. The incorporation of 

prevention in the waste plans is a consequence of the waste hierarchy and waste framework 

directive that affect the perception of prevention as vague or diffuse. Prevention as part of 

waste management contributes to the view that food waste is something that occurs at the end 

of the life cycle of food rather than at the entire FSC. Furthermore, it affects the question of 

responsibility within municipalities, where the perceived responsibility to prevent food waste 

is limited to informative strategies to increase awareness about their waste habits rather than 

their consumption patterns.  

 

Well, we cannot decide what people should buy or not, neither how they should behave, 

so you must be encouraging instead of pointing fingers maybe, and in relation to the 

responsibility, but … to find the right motivation would be great (Interview J) 

 

Another aspect of the vagueness and complexity of food waste relates to the fact that it is 

intangible, which makes it difficult to measure. Further, its responsibility is distributed which 

entails some difficulties:  

 

It’s a huge difference if you own the economic arena because it entails a really clear 

responsibility that you cannot back away from, and it is my responsibility in municipality 

A that we have a good system that responds towards legislation, but what we are talking 

about now, [prevention], that demands completely different governance (Interview A)  

 

Informant A’s perspective on municipal responsibility to prevent food waste is related to their 

perceived capability to execute different strategies. Rather than understanding agency in 

relation to Giddens’ (1984:9) claim that it is related to the capability to act, the informants 

understanding of responsibility relates to their perceived capability which is not necessarily 

grounded in the de facto possibility to act. The FSC is occupied by several actor and the 

municipalities responsibility and economic capacity is limited to households and municipal 
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functions. The quotes presented above can be understood as an institutional insecurity arising 

due to both the discourse around distributed responsibility of prevention and the perception of 

prevention as an aspect of waste management (Montin 2009:20; Welch et al. 2018). Since 

there is no clear function that is assigned to manage and implement preventive strategies 

either on the local or national level of governance, municipals are responsible for 

implementing their own functions and there is a risk that the matter is not properly integrated 

in the organizations.  

 

5.2. The inevitable focus on the consumer as cause of food waste  
Messner et al. (2020) writes that society’s response to the issue of food waste depends on 

how the problem is understood. This section is therefore dedicated to understanding 

stakeholders’ perceptions of causes of food waste generation and possible solutions to 

unravel what the problem is represented to be. The understanding of food waste prevention is 

according to Welch et al. (2018) constructed by a discourse coalition consisting of different 

stakeholders along the FSC. The informants participating in this study can be considered as 

participants in this coalition, considering their professional positions related to food waste 

prevention as representatives of municipalities and public authorities. Therefore, the 

statements put forth by the informants are considered as representations of perceptions that 

produce and reproduce the discourse around the issue of food waste and how it can be 

prevented. While these perceptions are spoken by individuals, they are understood as being 

shaped by institutions.   

 

5.2.1. Consumers as ignorant actors who throw their money in the bin 
The perceived causes of food waste are closely related to the strategies taken to prevent its 

existence. All the informants’ perceptions reflected a view of food waste as an issue that arise 

exclusively due to the way food is managed after entering existence, thus as an issue not of 

overproduction but of consumer habits and inefficient administration along the FSC. This 

supposition relates to the perceived responsibility of municipalities role in relation to food 

waste prevention. It is explicitly stated in the Waste Ordinance that municipalities should 

inform their citizens about the importance of food waste prevention, and prevent food waste 

within their own functions (SFS 2020:614). Municipal representative D stated that their job to 

prevent food waste occurs “very late [in the FSC], when it almost has become food waste” 

(Interview D) and municipal representative H stated that: 
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Food waste occurs in the primary production as well [beyond the food waste in 

households and other functions], but that is not our responsibility in any way, our 

responsibility is to inform and support residents [in the municipality]. (Interview H) 

 

Even though several of the informants repeatedly acknowledged that responsibility to prevent 

food waste is distributed and concerns everyone, the focus on the causes of food waste was 

attributed to individual consumers and households rather than institutions, structures, or 

organizations. When asked who is responsible to prevent food waste, municipal 

representative G stated that: 

  

You and I, always. No matter if we are at home or at work or wherever, it is your and my 

responsibility. No other person can do it for us. Of course, we can help each other to 

create good conditions to do the right thing, but it doesn’t matter how good the basis is 

for you to [prevent food waste] if you decide that ‘No, I will throw the food waste in the 

garbage can, as I have always done (Interview G) 

 

Food is assumed to be thrown away by households due to bad planning and consumption 

patterns (informant A; D; F; H); lack of information and knowledge about the environmental 

impacts of food waste (informant B); fear of becoming sick by ‘old’ food (informant B; I; J) 

the low cost of food waste and the low cost of food (informant A; B; E; G) as well as the 

attitudes towards environmental issues (informant F). A difficulty to understand why 

households throw away edible food was a recurring theme in the interviews, a representative 

from municipal E stated that: “frankly, the households throw their money in the trash, and 

one could think that should be incentive enough to reduce the food waste”. This statement 

implies that wasting food is a conscious practice, rather something that occurs due to external 

circumstances. At the same time, another informant recognized that food waste arises due to 

“this stressful society, where everything is in a rush and that food is cheap, you don’t notice 

[economically] that you throw away food that much” (Interview F). The de-valuing of food 

and the lack of consequences are seen as central aspects of food waste generation among 

consumers. Informant B, expert on food waste prevention, stated that: 

 

We have clearly seen that especially young adults do not want to eat the same food 

again, they get tired of the food, so it is not that they do not know how to manage the 

food or that it is edible, but they just don’t want to … they want to try something new … 

they just don’t want to [eat it] so they throw away the food, because it is so cheap, and 

that is just that (Interview B).  
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This quote brings forth two central aspects of the problem: the attitudes related to food 

consumption and the lack of incentives to minimize food waste due to the low cost both of 

food and food waste. To change individuals’ attitudes is thus seen as a vital condition to 

prevent food waste through information and increased awareness. The role of information as 

tool to increase awareness and change attitudes and behavior among consumers is assumed as 

the way for the municipalities to work preventively. As seen in the waste plans, this is by far 

the most common strategy to prevent food waste. At the same time, informant E is unsure 

whether informative strategies are effective.  

 

Well, we have the prerequisites to send information and to inform … but then there is the 

question how far that gets you, how much information is absorbed. But the prerequisites 

to send information is good, but if the preventive strategies have the anticipated effect, 

that I do not know [laughs] (Interview E) 

 

Since households are responsible for 70% of Sweden’s food waste (EPA, 2020a), they are 

key actors in the preventive work on food waste. However, the strategy to prevent food waste 

by increasing awareness through information is problematic on several accounts. Research 

has showed that there is a discrepancy between attitudes around food waste and actual 

behavior, meaning that knowledge does not necessarily change behavior (Schanes et al., 

2018). This discrepancy can be understood through the notion that wasting food occurs 

unintentionally. In relation to this fact, it is necessary to question whether the emphasis on 

increasing awareness among consumers is an efficient strategy to minimize Sweden’s food 

waste generation. The continued focus on informative strategies and the perception of food 

waste as cause-effect results of consumer behavior can be understood as a reflection of the 

discourse of distributed responsibility around food waste prevention. Since it is everybody’s 

responsibility to prevent food waste, the role of municipalities is formulated as informative 

guidance to support individuals, rather than implementing strong preventive regulations that 

generate structural changes (Mourad, 2016). However, the representation of the problem 

found in this statement disregard the social relationships, the waste regimes, that generate 

food waste (Gille, 2013). If food waste is a consequence of social relationships and 

institutions rather than a product of ignorant consumers wasteful behavior, there is a need to 

move beyond that narrow focus to understand barriers to food waste prevention. The 

following section discuss consumers’ role in the production of food waste, not as uninformed 

households capable of change through enlightenment but as active agents that through their 
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values and reproduction of certain institutions restrict the perceived capability of 

municipalities to prevent food waste.  

 

5.2.2. Consumers as active agents who value their cheap meat 
The de-valuing of food and the lack of incentives to prevent food waste by consumers is 

perceived as a major reason for food waste generation as stated in the previous section. The 

low cost of both food and food waste makes it “so easy to throw away food rather than 

prevent [food waste]” (Interview B). Despite this issue, most informants do not perceive 

regulation of the costs of food and food waste to be reasonable strategies to minimize food 

waste. The price of food is not only considered as outside of municipalities responsibility in 

relation food waste prevention, but is undesirable since it has socioeconomic effects and 

would have negative impact on low-income households: 

 

Well, one could say that if we raise the price on food, we solve the problem, but 

considering that all of us have different economy, it becomes really tough for those who 

does not have good economy. (Interview C) 

 

An alternative to increase the cost of food is to increase the cost of food waste, a strategy that 

is covered by the responsibility of the municipalities. To minimize food waste by making it 

expensive to throw waste could be done through for example taxes but is seen as problematic 

by some of the stakeholders since it intrudes on individual integrity and freedom. Raising the 

price on waste may also increase the risk of waste being discarded in other undesirable places 

and ways:  

 

People throw their money in the bin, it is so cheap to throw food waste. At the same 

time, it is problematic, if it becomes too expensive people throw their *** in the forest 

instead and then it becomes even more expensive for us to take care of it, so it is a really 

difficult balance, but it is too cheap to throw [food]. (Interview G) 

 

Not all municipalities perceive it as a problem to regulate food waste generation. Both 

informants’ F and H represented municipalities where the waste plans contained strategies to 

investigate how the taxation on waste could be used to minimize food waste. However, 

neither municipality had begun to work or plan for how this could be implemented. 
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[Interviewer: you are one of few municipalities that brings up taxation of waste to work 

for food waste prevention. How does that work?] Yes, it is a strategy in the [waste] plan. 

We have a number of strategies, and this is one of them we could use, but I do not really 

know how that will work in practice (Interview F) 

 

The fear of intruding on individual integrity relates to the organization of Swedish 

municipalities, where the waste plans are created by officials specialized in waste 

management and prevention but must be accepted by politicians. During a discussion of 

barriers to prevent food waste, a waste strategist brought forth the issues around politics and 

food waste prevention: 

 

In some municipalities, there are some political opinions that you should not influence 

peoples’ opinions … we cannot clamp into personal integrity and control opinions, so 

that’s a barrier maybe, that we need to stay within that boundary. (Interview D) 

 

This attitude can contribute to the understanding of why only 3% of Sweden’s municipal 

waste plans included regulatory strategies in their waste prevention strategies. The 

importance of individual integrity becomes problematic when consumers’ values does not 

reflect sustainable choices. When asked about difficulties to promote preventive behavior, 

informant F stated that: 

 

It is a human right to eat cheap meat, or so many people believe. Well, it’s what we 

prioritize in life, and we need politicians who have the courage to take these decisions 

and realize how serious the problem is. Today we don’t, and the support [to make these 

decisions] must come from below [by individuals]. (Interview F) 

 

Since municipal politicians are dependent on public support for re-election, a key feature for 

implementing preventive strategies is the support of the public. This can be understood as an 

institutional constraint that regulates the perceived capability of municipalities to act 

(Clemens & Cook, 1999). If the freedom to choose what to eat and what to throw away is 

seen as more important than preventing food waste by individuals, it is difficult to implement 

stronger preventive strategies. Drawing on institutional theory, municipal action (or lack of 

action) can be understood as a way to maintain legitimacy by complying with the wider 

institutions. The institution reflected in the quotes about consumer responsibility reflect the 

individualization process and a taken for granted freedom of choice. The consumers freedom 

to choose whether to behave sustainably influence the perceived capability of the informants 

in relation to waste prevention strategies. This is an aspect that needs to be considered to 
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understand why municipalities continue to employ traditional politics which reproduce the 

existing structures of weak preventive strategies. The need for support by the public impede 

the perceived agency of municipal and public authority representatives in relation to food 

waste prevention, since the risk of inflicting on individuals’ integrity by limiting the freedom 

of choice is perceived as unacceptable (Beck, 1994:14; Clemens & Cook, 1999; Giddens, 

1984:9; Mourad, 2016).  

 

5.2.3. Consumers as stakeholders in the reproduction of an unsustainable system 
The results from the analysis of the empirical material show that municipalities, both in the 

waste plans and in the interviews, perceive consumers to be key stakeholders in the 

prevention of food waste. The dominant strategy of municipalities to prevent food waste is to 

increase awareness among consumers, and some the informants explicitly express a lack of 

understanding to why consumers waste food. At the same time, it is acknowledged that food 

waste is a product of waste regimes, where social institutions influence the relation between 

public opinion and policy outcomes (Clemens & Cook, 1999; Gille, 2013). Some of the 

informants’ understanding of food waste as a consequence of unaware consumers’ behavior 

can be understood in relation to the complexity of food waste prevention, where several of 

the informants express that municipalities’ capability to prevent food waste is limited to 

comply with the institutionalized freedom of choice (Battilana and D’annu 2009; Clemens 

and Cook 1999). When this institutional limit is examined in relation to the discourse around 

distributed responsibility, the strategies in the waste plans and the informants’ perceptions 

can be interpreted as attempts to prevent food waste within the boundaries of their perceived 

capability and responsibility.  

 

5.3. Structural barriers to municipal food waste prevention  
Municipal strategies to prevent food waste should be understood not only in relation to 

consumer values, but in relation to the global society that municipalities are part of. The 

informants suggest that the global system that Sweden’s municipalities operate within have 

two major influences on municipal food waste prevention strategies. In Sweden’s 

decentralized model of governance municipalities are self-governing organizations with 

mandate to govern preventive strategies as they see fit. They are also part of a global world 

and operates accordingly. This section presents municipal representatives perceived structural 

barriers to prevent food waste. 
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5.3.1. Attempting to organize freedom through soft governance 
Even though all the informants expressed that preventing food waste is difficult, the 

representatives are confident that municipalities are key stakeholders in Sweden’s preventive 

work. The organization of Swedish governance is de-centralized where municipalities are 

self-governing. This structure is necessary to recognize to understand why municipalities play 

a key role in Sweden’s food waste prevention. When asked whether the model of delegated 

responsibility from EPA to the municipals is adequate, informant G stated that:   

 

Well, we can say this. It is a misunderstanding that Sweden’s national waste plan and 

preventive plan governs municipalities. They have nothing with each other to do. We 

have municipal self-governance in this country, which means that it is basically only the 

parliament or government that can govern us. So we could say: ‘really nice that you have 

brought forth this national waste plan, we do not give a *** about that’. But we have 

decided not to do that, in our waste plan, we have clearly stated that we stand behind 

these working methods [from the EPA]. (Interview G) 

 

Self-governance is thus a central aspect in Sweden’s food waste prevention. While it would 

be a problem if municipalities decided not to adhere to the national prevention program, most 

municipalities do suggest preventive strategies in their waste plans. Of Sweden’s 290 

municipals, only 25 do not suggest strategies to prevent food waste.  

     There are several positive aspects of self-governance in relation to food waste prevention. 

One of the informants stated that “municipalities are by themselves best at knowing what 

works in their region, since they are best informed about their own municipal” (Interview C). 

However, there is a risk that prevention of food waste is not permeated in practice due to lack 

of clarity of how it can be done, impeding institutions, and incurring resistance from 

residents. A recurring theme in the interviews was ‘the Swedish model’ of governance, that 

builds on the free will of the citizen to choose responsibly rather than being forced through 

legislation (Interview B). When asked whether legislation against wasting edible food would 

be a fruitful way to prevent its generation, most informants stated that it would not be a 

desirable strategy; not because it would not be efficient, but because it is against the Swedish 

model of governance.  

 

How the *** do you solve that from a practical perspective?... I do not think that 

legislation is wrong as a tool, however, one need to contemplate … well it is a really 

sharp tool, it is really what you decide to do in the last step … but to have legislation 
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against throwing food waste, in my ears it sounds completely impracticable, since no 

matter if you have a restaurant or food shop you will always have waste, it is inevitable, 

and when you have that waste, what happens then? Well since we cannot throw food, we 

sneak it in together with other kinds of waste and it is incinerated instead of 

anaerobically digested and turned to gas, so no, bad idea. (Interview A).  

 

Informant A is not only skeptical in relation to how legislation could be monitored but raise 

an assumption that food waste is inevitable. Other informants claimed that there is an 

aversive attitude against legislation:  

 

Generally, we never want to legislate in Sweden, that is our attitude, we want to work 

with liberty, but the government, which are the ones in charge, have said that if this does 

not work, we need to work with political policy instruments and legislation, so it is up to 

us to prove now that we can cooperate in the chains and industries and really work with 

this question. (Interview B)  

 

and another informant claimed that:  

 

It is more efficient if the corporations and consumers realize by themselves that 

something is wrong and that they need to act, because it would be a much faster and 

maybe less problematic if a municipal change their actions than if we implement legal 

requirement, because a law is not dynamic and takes a long time to implement. 

(Interview C).  

 

An informant raised the implications of institutionalized attitude of freedom of choice among 

citizens’:  

 

I think it [regulation] would be difficult to realize here in Sweden since we are used to 

work with goals and orientations and recommendations … and I believe that it would be 

received pretty badly if they [the government] would tell you … that you cannot throw 

away food. (Interview G). 

 

 Several of the informants compared Sweden’s ability to legislate food waste prevention with 

the difficulty to make citizens obey during the Covid-19 pandemic, claiming that the value of 

freedom of choice in Sweden makes it extremely difficult for decision makers to prohibit 

certain actions.  

     The informants who were positive towards legislation claimed that it would be an 

important signal and that it could change behavior and attitudes among consumers: “it would 

force you to rethink and be more creative … and use [the food]” (Interview H) and “I believe 
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that we need a combination between the other measures and [legislation]” (Interview F). 

However, they were not sure how legislation could be implemented. 

     Drawing on institutional theory (Clemens & Cook, 1999), the Swedish model of 

governance can be interpreted as a reflection of a wider institutionalized freedom of choice 

and individualization process (Beck, 1994). Most informants considered it impossible to 

prohibit food waste due to public opinion, which can be interpreted as an indication of the 

incapability of responsible institutions to make uncomfortable but necessary decisions in 

relation to environmental issues (Beck, 1994:14). This incapability can be traced to an 

individualization of responsibility (Beck, 1994:14), where the municipalities act in 

accordance with the freedom of choice to maintain legitimacy and avoid the risk of becoming 

unpopular. From another point of view, the governance through freedom in relation to food 

waste can be understood in relation to Welch et al.’s (2018) theory of a discourse coalition’s 

distributed responsibility around food waste prevention. Rather than viewing the informants 

as representatives of incapable political institutions, they could be understood as part of a 

coalition that produce and reproduce a perception of food waste prevention as a problem that 

is distributed along the FSC. Soft governance can in this sense be understood as a reflection 

of how the problem of food waste is constructed. By assuming this perspective, the focus 

shifts from the incapability of municipalities to implement stronger preventive strategies, to 

the capability to influence the perceptions of the problem around food waste prevention. 

These two theoretical perspectives are not incommensurable, rather, they could be used 

complementary. By including an institutional perspective in the theory of distributed 

responsibility, it is possible to discuss how institutions influence the construction of the 

problem around food waste prevention.  

     This perspective of Sweden’s soft governance in relation to environmental issues is 

fruitful to understand why Mourad’s (2016) weak prevention strategies are employed to 

prevent food waste. At the same time, it is important to recognize that the durability and 

reproduction of these weak strategies are upheld through an interplay between the decision 

makers and the public. This study is limited to the perspective of municipal and public 

authority representatives and can therefore not discuss whether the public does value the 

freedom of choice. The informants’ perception of the public as reluctant to strong preventive 

measures does not necessarily mean that this is true. Instead, this perception should be 

understood as a reflection of the freedom of choice as strongly embedded in the informants 

understanding of possible modes of governance.  
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5.3.2. Municipal food waste prevention in a consumerist society  
This section will discuss the second structural barrier that was identified in the empirical 

material. In line with previous research that suggest that most preventive strategies are weak 

and reproduce unsustainable structures (Hultman & Corvellec, 2012; Johansson & Corvellec, 

2018; Messner et al., 2020; Mourad, 2016), most of the informants assumed that it is possible 

to minimize food waste and illuminate the environmental consequences within contemporary 

societal structures. The section suggests that the informants perceive no realistic alternative 

than to operate within the given societal boundaries. To prevent food waste involves a 

complex web of interrelated actions and strategies. It is not possible to find a solution to the 

problem through a quick fix, instead there is a need to work for long term solutions. 

Informant C stated that:  

 

It is not possible to have one solution, but it really must be a mix of solutions, there is no 

quick fix, and that is too bad … there is nothing negative about [economic] growth, it is 

how we choose to have growth. (Interview C).  

 

The informant states that food waste prevention should be managed through a mix of 

solution, but also discuss the role of economic growth in relation to preventive strategies. The 

statement can be interpreted as reflecting a perception that it is possible to strive for 

economic growth in a sustainable manner and a critique of the assumption that economic 

growth is intrinsically unsustainable. Furthermore, this position is related to a need to believe 

that it is possible to prevent food waste within the given contemporary context. The 

informants claimed that “I believe that everything that is done is good … or else I would have 

to dig myself down in the ground” (informant J). This hopeful attitude was shared by 

informant A: 

 

It is easy to stare oneself blind at the problems and at the same time there are so 

incredibly good examples, and well, it is easy to drown in reality since we have so big 

problems, but we cannot do that because then we would not stand a chance, we need to 

see to the good examples and follow the people and things that are happening, and I hope 

and believe that we will do that. (Interview A). 

 

While these statements suggest that change – minimization of food waste - can occur within 

the contemporary context, most of the informants asserted that there is a conflict of interest 

between the consumerist society and food waste prevention. In this context, some of the 
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informants noted that food waste prevention relates to an issue outside the boundaries of 

municipal control:  

 

Just look at the entire consumption society, what it looks like, it is not just the food 

waste, but we consume enormous amounts, and that is important for countries’ 

economies, so it is difficult to grasp how to govern it. Nobody wants to move backwards 

in terms of welfare, and less developed countries wants upwards, so that is not so good. 

(Interview A).  

 

Informant A suggest that food waste is related to consumerism, and that this can is related to, 

and important for, the economy. Further, the informant connects consumerism and the 

economy with welfare. It is not explicitly stated why food waste is connected to 

consumerism, but from the quote it can be interpreted as related to surplus and 

overconsumption.  

 

The government operation for minimized food waste, is connected to, it is part of the 

growth strategy for the food industry and notice that I said that it is a growth strategy, so 

the major perspectives there, or the greatest space, is the economic [aspects], the social 

and the environmental are not as emphasized. (Interview C).  

 

It is interesting that informant C stated in an earlier quote that economic growth is not 

necessarily bad, but responded that the government’s growth strategy can be seen as a 

conflict of interest in relation to food waste prevention. This can be seen as an indicator of the 

complexity of the issue and how it is perceived by the stakeholder.  

     The focus on increased economic growth in Sweden’s national food waste prevention 

strategy creates an uncomfortable situation for municipalities to prevent food waste. Some of 

the informants stated that they are in a compromised situation since it is difficult to govern 

consumption: “if we invite people to buy less it will upset the local businesses” (Interview J). 

This also affects the consumers since: 

 

Our world is built on that we shall consume and that is that. The buy 3 pay for 2 and so 

on, you are all the time fed with this ‘come and buy’ so you buy more than you really 

intended and get home with an entire bag and it is like… ‘what will I do with all of 

them?’ now they will get bad before [I have time to eat them] … so I have to throw 

them, and that is the thing. (Interview H).  
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This leaves municipalities in a situation where they are actors within in a structure that 

encourage consumerism, and simultaneously responsible for the minimization of food waste 

without the capability to change consumption patterns. Informant F summarized the difficulty 

of the situation by stating that: [food waste prevention] shall not cost, it shall be comfortable, 

and the market and economy shall not be negatively affected (Interview F). 

 

… I believe that it is the planetary boundaries that is number one, and then we have to 

adapt the economy to the planetary boundaries … [Interviewer: Do you believe that it is 

possible to make this shift?] Yes, definitely and I believe that it is in the municipalities 

that it is going to happen … through cooperation, to work with networking and different 

organizations and invitations to conversations about how we can solve this together 

(Interview F).   

 

Informant F is hopeful that food waste prevention can occur and that it may happen from 

beneath, through the municipalities, but that it is necessary to shift from economic growth as 

the primary goal to planetary boundaries as the most important aspect. However, as informant 

C stated in the beginning of this section, economic growth is not necessarily a bad thing. The 

analysis in this section does not aspire to criticize economic growth as a concept, rather, it is 

interesting that some of the informants equate economic growth and consumerism. The 

section has shown that the informants perceive it as difficult to prevent food waste in a 

society that encourage consumption and that there is a perceived antagonism between 

prevention and consumption.  

     The informants’ perception of the relationship between food waste prevention and the 

consumerist society sheds light on the complexity of food waste. The narratives about the 

consumerist society can be interpreted as reflections of contemporary waste regimes that 

drive food waste generation (Gille, 2013). The analysis suggests that the social relationships 

that drive food waste are related to consumption and embedded in the social structures. An 

example of this is informant H’s quote about the ‘buy 3 pay for 2’ offers, where consumers 

believe that they save money but end up wasting food. Even though consumerism is 

described as a barrier for food waste prevention, there is a belief that there is no alternative, 

no quick fix, besides working with prevention in the given context. This perceived lack of 

alternatives can be interpreted as a consequence of strong institutions that are taken for 

granted to the extent that other options are unthought-of (Clemens & Cook, 1999). The 

empirical material suggests that such institutions are embedded in the consumerist society 

and influence the informants perceived waste prevention options. Beck (1994:13) trace the 
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inefficiency of political institutions to an individualization process, which might be a fruitful 

way to understand the social relationships in the consumerist society. The individuals decide 

for themselves whether to buy ‘3 for 2’ to ‘save’ money and risk wasting food, which is not 

only a sign of freedom of choice but a way of distributing responsibility along the FSC and 

responsibilizing consumers (Soneryd & Uggla, 2015; Welch et al., 2018). This structural 

feature is not only problematic for the consumer who is encouraged to buy more food but 

simultaneously stop wasting it, it also reproduce the idea that endless choices are a sign of 

welfare and makes it difficult to implement stronger food prevention strategies (Mourad, 

2016). The informants’ ambiguous perceptions about the possibility to prevent food waste 

within this structural framework can be understood in relation to this complexity. Since 

municipal and public authority representatives are actors within a structure that promotes the 

freedom of choice and consumerism, it is hard to imagine food waste prevention strategies in 

a different setting (Clemens & Cook, 1999). This finding supports Beck’s (1994:13) claim 

about the incapacity of responsible actors to manage problems in the contemporary risk 

society. Drawing on institutional theory (Clemens & Cook, 1999), it is unlikely that the 

informants, as small actors in a global society, could influence or redirect the focus to strong 

prevention strategies (Mourad, 2016). Therefore, the informants accept but problematize the 

cultural frames in which municipal food waste prevention occurs.  

 

5.3.3. No municipality is an island 
The Swedish model of governance through free will and the consumerist society can be seen 

as structural barriers for municipalities to prevent food waste. Since no municipality is an 

island, the larger social surroundings affect their actions (Beck, 1994; Clemens & Cook, 

1999). The informants problematize the structural surroundings in which their preventive 

work occurs, but at the same time they conceive of no alternative than to work within the 

given frames. An important finding relates to the absence of a discussion about the influence 

on overproduction that has previously been identified as structural barriers of food waste 

prevention (Corvellec et al., 2018; Messner et al., 2020). None of the informants discussed 

production patterns as a cause of food waste, which could be understood in relation to their 

formal responsibility to prevent food waste, which does not involve food production. Another 

explanation relates to the construction of food waste as a problem related to consumer 

behavior as seen in the municipal waste prevention strategies, which directs focus away from 

overproduction (Corvellec et al., 2018).  
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     The institutionalized freedom of choice is reflected in the structural barriers to prevent 

food waste. Municipalities are subject to the Swedish model of governance as political 

organizations, in a consumerist society that encourage freedom of choice. At the same time, 

the self-governance of municipalities inflicts hope to change the institutionalized practices 

that impede food waste prevention.       

 

5.4. The influence of institutions on municipal food waste prevention  
The conclusion drawn from the informants’ narratives is that preventing food waste is a 

multifaceted matter involving several components and actors. While the problem of food 

waste in Sweden is constructed as a consequence of consumer behavior that can be solved 

through increasing awareness, it is clear from the analysis in this study that the problem is 

more complex than that. The present study has identified three barriers that affect the 

informants’ perception on municipalities capability to prevent food waste. These are: the 

municipalities’ perception of the problem; the role of consumer values; and the social 

structures in Sweden that are characterized by consumerism as well as governance that 

responsibilize consumers. These components of the issues are all related to each other: they 

reflect an institutionalized attitude towards society, environmental issues, and life itself 

comprised by individual freedom of choice as a right in contemporary society (Beck, 

1994:13; Clemens & Cook, 1999). The meaning of freedom in this sense is not related to 

democratic values but to the institutionalized individualism where individuals are left to 

decide and choose for themselves how and what they should do (Beck, 1994:13-14).  

     The informants are assumed to participate in the discourse coalition that construct and 

reproduce society’s perception of the problem (Welch et al., 2018). The result show that food 

waste is constructed as a problem relating to consumer behavior, which provide one of the 

components to understand municipal food waste prevention. Further, the institutional 

perspective indicate that in relation to the institutionalized freedom of choice, the informants 

conceive of no alternative than to implement weak preventive strategies (Clemens & Cook, 

1999; Mourad, 2016; Welch et al., 2018). Sweden’s democratic state is organized in a manner 

that leaves little agency to the municipal officials who work with waste prevention, since the 

waste plans need to be approved by the municipal council who operate to become re-elected. 

The informants perceive that there is little support from the public to implement stronger 

preventive strategies and that the social structures encourage consumerism, leaving the 

traditional politics powerless and incapable of making decisions that imply structural change. 
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     The last contribution of this study is to propose an additive element to Welch et al.’s 

(2018) theory concerning how the discourse around the distributed responsibility of food 

waste is constructed. To understand how the problem of food waste is constructed, it is not 

enough to consider only the storylines of distributed responsibility and ambiguous 

relationship to food; the collective actors, stakeholders, that collaborate in the construction of 

the discourse; and the practices conducted to produce and reproduce the conception of the 

problem. It is also necessary to consider the institutional context in which these practices 

occur. Institutions shape the storylines, the perceived capability of the collective actors to 

engage with the problem as well as the practices conducted to manage the issue. By including 

an institutional analysis to the theory of the discourse coalition’s construction of distributed 

responsibility, it becomes possible to understand the durability of the unsustainable food 

waste prevention practices in a way that not only target stakeholders but include a more 

structural perspective as well. There is a need to move beyond the narrow discussion of who 

is to blame for food waste generation and responsible for its prevention and start focusing on 

the social processes that produce and reproduce the unsustainable institutions in which 

stakeholders operate – and investigate how these can be disrupted.  

6. Discussion  
The following section is a discussion of the results from the analysis, where I summarize the 

analysis and discuss the results in relation to previous research, theory, and methodology as 

well as the implications for further research and practice.   

 

6.1. Summary 
The results from this study show that food waste is constructed as a problem related to 

consumer behavior, where most of the strategies to prevent food waste consist of weak 

strategies to increase awareness among individuals (Mourad, 2016). The informants 

perceived three main barriers to prevent food waste: the vagueness of prevention; lack of 

public support to implement stronger prevention and structural barriers to prevent food waste 

in the form of de-centralized governance in the context of a consumerist society. These 

barriers can be understood as originating from an institutionalized freedom of choice, in this 

case not referring to democratic values of freedom but rather to individualization (Beck, 

1994). The durability of weak preventive strategies is traced to municipalities role as 

democratic organizations which are dependent on the support of the public (Clemens & 

Cook, 1999). Further, the perceived capability of action by municipalities is dependent on the 
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system in which they operate (Giddens, 1984), where governance through free will and 

consumerism are strong influences. The perceived importance of freedom of choice leaves 

the municipalities incapacitated, locked in a system where there is little support for strong 

strategies to prevent food waste from beneath as well as above. The analysis show that to 

understand municipal food waste prevention in Sweden, the institutionalized freedom of 

choice needs to be included in the analysis. The results can be concluded in three points: a) 

food waste prevention strategies in Sweden construct the consumer as the cause of food waste 

generation; b) the institutionalized freedom of choice is perceived as a barrier to implement 

stronger food waste prevention strategies such as regulation or legislation; and c) institutions 

offer an important component to understand the construction of the problem around food 

waste prevention. 

 

6.2. The results in relation to previous research  
The present study attempts to shift the focus away from the discussion of who is to blame for 

food waste generation. Previous research on the role of consumers in relation to food waste 

has focused extensively on consumers and households (Bernstad & la Cour Jansen, 2011; 

Evans et al., 2017; Hebrok & Boks, n.d.; Schanes et al., 2018; Withanage et al., 2021), and 

has been criticized for ignoring a complex reality where several components cause food 

waste (Corvellec et al., 2018; Evans et al., 2017; Messner et al., 2020; Welch et al., 2018). 

The present study contributes to the body of research on the role of consumers by showing 

that consumer responsibility is perceived as ambiguous by municipal and public authority 

representatives. The municipalities’ strategies to prevent food waste construct the consumers 

as the main cause of food waste. Further, a rather one-dimensional view of consumers as 

wasteful and ignorant is present in some of the informants’ perceptions. At the same time, it 

is acknowledged that consumers have power and play an active role in the reproduction of 

weak waste prevention strategies by valuing the freedom of choice. Rather than claiming that 

the focus on consumers is misdirected (Evans, 2011), the findings in the present study 

suggest that consumers does indeed play a part in the durability of unsustainable food waste 

prevention practices. However, unlike previous research that responsibilize consumers by 

focusing on how much food they waste (Bernstad & la Cour Jansen, 2011; Hebrok & Boks, 

n.d.; Schanes et al., 2018), the focus in this project is instead on consumers role in the 

reproduction of institutions that indirectly impede food waste prevention.  

     Similar to the criticism posed in previous research, the present study found that it is 

problematic to use the waste hierarchy as point of departure for food waste prevention  
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(Corvellec et al., 2018; Giordano et al., 2020; Hultman & Corvellec, 2012; Messner et al., 

2020). Several of the informants stated that the responsibility to prevent food waste within 

the municipalities ‘falls between the chairs’ and that prevention becomes vague and difficult 

to work for. The previous research focuses on the structural consequences of placing food 

waste prevention in the waste hierarchy. Instead, the present study contribution relates to the 

focus on municipal and public authority representatives’ experiences and perceptions about 

the practical implications in the organizations’ everyday preventive work. Furthermore, the 

informants did not discuss overproduction or overconsumption when asked about causes of 

food waste, which is considered an important result in relation to previous research. This can 

be interpreted as indicating that municipal and public authority representatives conceptualize 

food waste as an issue related to poor food management rather than overproduction of food. 

Messner et al. (2020) argues that our conceptualizations of food waste determine how it is 

responded to. If key stakeholders such as municipal and public authority representatives 

perceive food waste as related to food management, the strategies to prevent food waste will 

be directed at already existing food and not production of food surplus. In line with previous 

research on food waste prevention policies, most of Sweden’s strategies to prevent food 

waste consist of weak strategies (Corvellec et al., 2018; Evans et al., 2017; Gille, 2013; 

Giordano et al., 2020; Soneryd & Uggla, 2015). However, the focus in the present study is 

not on the policies per se but on what they reflect in terms of the construction of the problem 

of food waste. 

     The main contribution of this study in relation to the research field on food waste 

prevention is the introduction of an institutional perspective. Instead of explaining the 

unsustainable practices around food waste because of either actors or structures, the results 

from the present study show that these are co-constitutively reproducing institutions that 

impede food waste prevention. This contribution should not be perceived as the only 

explanation to why food is wasted. The problem of food waste is complex and requires a 

nuanced analysis consisting of several components and perspectives. The role of institutions 

should thus be seen as one of these components that can contribute to understand the barriers 

to food waste prevention.    

 

6.3. The results in relation to the theoretical framework  
The institutional perspective on food waste prevention that guide the analysis has affected 

which material has been included, how the themes have been constructed and how the data is 

understood. In relation to the abductive logic that has guided the project, the data collection 
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of the empirical material was conducted with a relatively broad focus. Some of the data 

focused on topics not relevant in an institutional analysis and has therefore been excluded 

from the analysis. An example of this relates to data about municipalities strategies to prevent 

food waste in schools by implementing effective communication between actors. These 

findings are in themselves interesting, but they stretch beyond the purpose of the present 

study. The data has been interpreted through institutional theory, where the focus in the 

analysis is on the link between the perceptions presented by the informants and the 

surrounding institution of an individualized freedom of choice. This theory is fruitful in 

relation to the purpose of this study, without the institutional perspective it would be difficult 

to properly investigate the influence of institutions on municipal food waste prevention. 

Further, the additional theory about the construction of distributed responsibility has 

contributed to the discussion of how the problem of food waste is constructed, who is 

responsible for its prevention and which role institutions play in relation to these questions. 

     The conclusions drawn from the analysis connect institutional theory and the theory about 

distributed responsibility, thus contributing to the body of knowledge on food waste by 

emphasizing the role of institutions in the construction of the problem around food waste 

prevention. While the theoretical framework allows for an analysis focused on perceived 

barriers to food waste prevention and their origins, the perspective is limited and is able to 

account only for a fraction of the many complex components of food waste prevention. One 

of these limits refers to the lack of focus on the underlying power relations that reproduce 

unsustainable food waste prevention strategies. In relation to the purpose of this thesis, this is 

not considered a serious limitation, but the empirical material indicated that such an analysis 

could and should be the objective of future research.  

 

6.4. The results in relation to method  

The results of the analysis have been produced through an ethnographic mixed method 

approach consisting of document analysis and interviews. The motive behind the research 

design was to conduct a broad and deep analysis through creative method assemblage(Law, 

2004), to demonstrate Sweden’s food waste prevention strategies and explore how these can 

be understood through an institutional perspective. This design allowed for an analysis of the 

entire sample of municipal waste plans and thus a complete overview of Sweden’s food waste 

prevention strategies. Further, the interviews with municipal and public authority 

representatives gave deeper insight to the motivations, perceptions, and institutions behind 
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the waste plans. The ethnographic approach and abductive logic entailed benefits as well as 

obstacles. The research process has been rotating and I have moved between theory and 

empirical data, a time consuming and sometimes difficult process that implied reading, 

coding, writing, re-reading, re-coding, and re-writing et cetera. Despite these difficulties, the 

flexible approach allowed for a dynamic research process where the study’s initial purpose 

and questions transformed and developed during the project.  

     The empirical material from the interviews is composed of a small sample which limits 

the possibilities to make generalized assumptions from the analysis. This is not considered a 

problem since the study targets a research gap and the results suggest that perceived barriers 

to prevent food waste can be related to an institutionalized freedom of choice. To further 

investigate how different institutions influence food waste prevention, a broader sample 

should be applied that targets not only municipal and public authority representatives but the 

other stakeholders along the FSC as well, including consumers. Another limit to the choice of 

method relates to municipalities actual practices surrounding food waste prevention. This 

ethnographic perspective has not been included for the sole reason that the study has been 

conducted during Covid-19 and the possibility to conduct participant observations was 

strictly limited. Finally, the mixed method approach has affected the results in relation to the 

depth of the material. The two-step data collection was time consuming and while it 

generated a large material, it was at the expense of the possibility to gain deeper insight about 

the perceptions surrounding food waste prevention through more and longer interviews.  

      

6.5. Implications for future research and practice 

The concluding remarks that can be drawn from the study is that the institutional perspective 

offer important sociological insights to the research on food waste prevention. The results 

from the study suggest that an institutionalized freedom of choice influence municipal and 

public authority representatives’ perceived capability to prevent food waste. This finding 

should result in practical implications where freedom of choice is problematized, made 

visible as an institution that has been taken for granted and that influence actions and impede 

food waste prevention. Once again, I want to clarify that the freedom of choice referred to is 

not related to democratic ideals but to individualization. Drawing on the results from this 

study, future research should focus on broader samples and different methodologies to map 

which institutions influence food waste generation. The result from the present study found 

that municipal and public authority representatives believe that consumers are reluctant 
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toward regulations, but the present study was not able to evaluate the accuracy of this claim. 

Therefore, it would be interesting to investigate consumers perception of municipal food 

waste prevention strategies.  

     The present study emphasizes the importance of research from a sociological perspective 

to implement sustainable solutions around environmental issues such as food waste. Future 

research could contribute to the production of knowledge about food waste by focusing on 

relations of power within the FSC and how this influence both the construction of the 

problem around food waste and actual food waste prevention strategies. Furthermore, the vast 

body of research on food waste targets consumers (Bernstad & la Cour Jansen, 2011; Evans, 

2011; Schanes et al., 2018; Withanage et al., 2021). Future studies should focus on the role of 

other actors in the FSC such as retail, industry, and producers, who contribute to food waste 

and possibly impede food waste prevention. By further exposing and discussing how social 

relations influence environmental practices such as food waste prevention, it would be 

possible to question their legitimacy and, in the best of worlds, enable change.  
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Appendix 1. Interview request 
Uppsala University, The department of Sociology 

A request about participation in a study  

I am a student about to initiate my master thesis of 30 credits at the department of Sociology 

at Uppsala University. In the thesis I investigate how Swedish municipalities work to prevent 

food waste. The study consists of an analysis of the municipalities waste plans and in-dept 

interviews with some of the municipalities. 
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You are therefore asked, in capacity of participating in the creation of the plan, to participate 

in the study. Data will be collected during the first weeks of April through approximately 1 

hour long interviews via zoom or other digital media. If the informant allows, the interview 

will be recorded to be transcribed. The focus for the data collection is a wish to gain deeper 

understanding of the municipalities work to prevent waste.  

The participation is naturally voluntarily and can be interrupted at any time without 

explanation. The collected material will be stored so that only I and my supervisor can obtain 

it during the project. The material will be de-identified. The collected material may be stored 

digitally, but is in that case stored in a manner that allows only me and my supervisor to 

obtain it. The material will be analyzed and publicized in the form of a master thesis at the 

department of sociology. After the thesis has been discussed and past a final seminar, the 

recording will be deleted.  

Kind regards,  

Beatrice Onn, Master student in sociology, 

Phone number: 

E-mail:  

 

Supervisor: Sebastian Abrahamsson  

E-mail: 

Appendix 2. Interview guide 
 

Topics of discussion, interviews on municipal food waste prevention 

 

Please, tell me about your role in relation to food waste prevention 

What is your job? 

Please, elaborate on what this job implies in practice? 

 

What is food waste? 

Why does it arise? 

 

Please tell me about your organizations work to prevent food waste? 

Which possibilities do you perceive to work to prevent food waste? 
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Are there any organizational barriers? 

 

Are there any conflicts of interest (economic, practical, environmental etc) within the 

organization? 

 

What is a waste plan? 

Is it an efficient way to work preventive? 

Are there alternative possibilities that could be more efficient? 

 

Are there any problems with treating prevention together with waste in the waste plans? 

 

Who is responsible to prevent food waste? 

Is it efficient to delegate the responsibility to municipalities? 

 

Which preconditions do you believe that municipalities have in implementing preventive 

measures? 

 

Please, describe your experienced capability to contribute to preventive measures against 

food waste 

 

Are there any barriers to prevent food waste? 

 

How can institutions (EPA, politicians, municipalities) work with preventive measures? 

 

Are there any conflicts of interest (economic, practical, environmental etc) to prevent food 

waste within society? 

 

Do you have any ideas about how Sweden could become even better at preventing food 

waste? 

 

What is your attitude in relation to ‘hard’ measures, like laws and regulation? 
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