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U of T Trash Team 
July 2020 Home Waste Audit Summary 
 
 
During the Summer of 2020, we ran a Home Waste Audit as part of Plastic Free July. 
The Home Waste Audit had two main objectives: 

1. Learn about the waste stream in the municipality where you live. i.e., learn 
what bins you have (e.g., recycling, landfill, organics) and what goes in each 
of them.  

2. Decrease your waste footprint and divert waste away from your landfill bin by 
procuring and using products that you can reuse or that go into the other 
bins, e.g. recycling.   

We believe that increasing your waste literacy is empowering. Waste literacy 
enables us to make smart choices about what materials we buy, how we use these 
materials, and what we do with materials when they reach end-of-life. Combined, 
these smart choices can reduce waste and protect our environment.  

Below, we share the data from our Home Waste Audit. This data is compiled from 15 
individuals who span 2 countries, 4 provinces/states, and 8 cities. Canadian 
participants were from Sooke and Vancouver, B.C. and King City, Etobicoke, Toronto 
and Ottawa, Ontario. American participants were from Hyattsville, Maryland and 
Beaufort, North Carolina.  

Although these participants all live in North America, their waste streams were 
diverse. While all 15 had a landfill and recycle bin for curbside collection at their 
home (which is great!), the items that they could recycle varied. For example, 1 out 
of 15 participants could recycle black plastic; 10 out of 15 could recycle plastic 
bags; 9 out of 15 could recycle Styrofoam; and 8 out of 15 could recycle plastic 
cutlery. Learning this information was one of the objectives of our audit, and 
increased participants knowledge on how materials can be used and disposed of 
properly, which is critical information to effectively reduce the amount of waste sent 
to landfill.  
 

Perceptions of waste habits prior to participating in the Home Waste Audit 

This Home Waste Audit took place in July 2020, during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
when our lifestyles changed dramatically. Thus, we took the opportunity to ask 
participants about their perception of how their weekly household waste changed 
during quarantine. Approximately 80% of participants reported an increase in their 
weekly household waste; 52% reported their waste had increased a little, and 26% 
reported their waste had increased a lot (Figure 1). Interestingly, this number is 
aligned with results released in May by the Ontario Waste Management Association 
(2020) showing that there was an increase in total residential waste generation, 
varying from 5% to 20% depending on location. 
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Figure 1:  Participants perception of how their amount of weekly household waste had 
changed since the start of the quarantine period for COVID-19 (n= 23). 
 

Participants were also asked to complete a survey about their current waste habits 
and waste literacy before beginning their audit. When asked to estimate the total 
number of waste items (landfill and recycling) produced per week in their 
household, most respondents estimated they produced between 0-50 and 51-100 
items per week. When compared to Home Waste Audit results from week 1, it was 
evident that some participants underestimated their waste, as 62% of participants 
discarded 51-100 items per week, compared to the 39% estimated before the audit 
(Figure 2). 
 

Figure 2. Comparison of survey responses (n=23) and Week 1 waste audit data (n=15), of the 
estimated and true total number of items thrown away per household each week. 

 

Perceptions of changes in waste throughout the Home Waste Audit 

Week 1 was directed to be ‘business as usual’, where participants were instructed to 
maintain their usual waste habits. During week 1 participants were encouraged to 
increase their waste literacy by learning about their local waste streams and 
recycling guidelines. They were also provided with a series of waste reduction tips 

Survey Responses Week 1 Data 



 
 

 3 

that our team shared throughout the month. Participants were then challenged to 
reduce their overall waste in weeks 2-4 (e.g., by purchasing items with less 
packaging or using reusable alternatives).  

At the end of the audit, we followed up with participants about how they perceived 
changes to their waste habits through the 4-week period. Throughout the Home 
Waste Audit, just under half of participants believed their amount of landfill waste 
had stayed about the same, and only 11.1% of participants thought their landfill 
waste had decreased a lot (Figure 3). When asked to reflect on changes in their 
recycling habits, 88.9% of participants believed that their amount of recycling waste 
had stayed about the same. Below, we will take a look at what really happened 
(Figure 4). 
 

 

  

 

 

 

Number of waste items averaged  

 

 

 
Figure 3. Participants estimations of how their amount of weekly landfill and recycling waste 
had changed over the course of the 4-week Home Waste Audit (n=10).  
 

Home Waste Audit data by count 

Overall, data collected throughout the 4-week Home Waste Audit demonstrated 
that total waste decreased throughout the challenge, from an average of 86 items 
per household in week 1, to 76 items in week 4 (Figure 4). Average total waste per 
individual followed the same trend as waste per household, fluctuating slightly 
throughout the four weeks, with an overall decrease from 38 items per person in 
week 1 to 34 items per person in week 4.  

Landfill Recycling 
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When separated into different waste streams (Figure 4), landfill waste decreased 
from a household average of 46 items in week 1, to 39 items in week 4. The greatest 
reduction in landfill waste was observed between weeks 1 and 3. Recycling waste 
also decreased from an average of 41 items in week 1, to 39 items in week 4, with an 
initial increase in recycling observed between weeks 1 and 2. This increase in week 2 
may be attributed to participants learning more about recycling guidelines in their 
local area at the end of week 1, as participants may have recycled items that they 
previously would have placed in their landfill bin.  

 
Figure 4. Number of waste items in landfill (black), recycling (blue) and total waste (landfill 
and recycling, red) thrown away per household per week. Numbers averaged across all 
participating households (n=15).  
 

During our final webinar, we asked participants to reflect on their overall results. 
Participants believed the results might have shown a greater decrease in total waste 
had they continued to record their waste generation for a longer period of time. 
They also suggested our results may be more significant with a more diverse group of 
participants, noting a possible bias due to the type of person who chooses to take 
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Items were sorted weekly by count of landfill waste and recycling waste. 
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part in a challenge such as the Home Waste Audit. Often, participants involved in 
Trash Team activities are already plastic-conscious and make daily efforts to reduce 
their waste. Therefore, adding more changes to their lifestyle may decrease their 
landfill and recycling waste less than it would for participants with little to no waste 
literacy. 

 
Home Waste Audit data by material type 

When auditing waste, participants categorized items by material type: plastic, 
paper, metal, glass and other. Throughout all four weeks, the most common material 
type within landfill waste was plastic. Of this, the majority of items were plastic 
packaging. In week 1, the number of plastic items in landfill waste was three times 
that of paper. Throughout the challenge, while the number of items in the paper, 
metal, glass and other categories stayed about the same, the number of plastic 
items decreased from an average of 30 items per household in week 1, to 22 items in 
week 4 (Figure 5).   

For recycling, plastic items were most common in week 1, closely followed by paper. 
Again, plastic packaging was the most common of all items discarded. Throughout 
the 4-week audit, the average number of plastic items put in recycling decreased, 
whilst the average number of paper items increased. By week 4, the most common 
items overall were paper and beverage cans (Figure 6). This indicates that 
participants were using and discarding fewer plastic items, and possibly sourcing 
non-plastic alternatives for common items such as food packaging.  

 

 
Figure 5. Number of landfill waste items of each material type (plastic paper, metal, glass or 
other) thrown away per household per week. Numbers averaged across all participating 
households (n=15).  
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Figure 6. Number of recycling items of each material type (plastic paper, metal, glass or 
other) thrown away per household per week. Numbers averaged across all participating 
households (n=15).  

 

The Home Waste Audit as a tool to increase waste literacy and change behaviour 

Before the Home Waste Audit began, we surveyed participants about their level of 
waste literacy. Responses showed that 56.5% of participants thought their waste 
literacy was fair, 21.7% good and 17.4% very good. Two months after the Home 
Waste Audit, we asked the same question, and the percentage of participants that 
believed their waste literacy was good increased to 60%, and 40% of participants 
now believed their waste literacy was very good. No participant said that their 
waste literacy was fair (Figure 7). Participating in a Home Waste Audit can also 
increase waste literacy among non-participants; 80% of participants that responded 
to the final survey indicated that they had shared something they learned with 
members of their social circle such as friends, family or colleagues. 
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Figure 7: Participants self-reported level of waste literacy before the Home Waste Audit 
((n=23 responses) and after the Home Waste Audit (n=5).  
 

Survey results also suggested that some or all of the positive changes made during 
the Home Waste Audit persisted after their audit ended. Among the participants 
who replied to the final survey, 60% kept some of the changes and 40% kept all the 
changes (Figure 8). This indicates that a Home Waste Audit is a useful tool to change 
behaviours.  

 

Figure 8: Participants self-reported waste habits from the two weeks after the Home Waste 
Audit (n=5). 

 

 
 

  

Summary of Home Waste Audit Results 

• Participants said COVID-19 increased their waste generation. 
• Most participants underestimated their weekly waste prior to the Home Waste 

Audit. 
• Throughout the audit, total waste (landfill and recycling) decreased from an 

average of 86 items per household in week 1, to 76 items in week 4. 
• Both landfill and recycling waste decreased slightly throughout the 4-week 

audit. The amount of waste in each bin fluctuated as participants increased 
their waste literacy and made changes to their waste habits.  

• Throughout the audit, the most common item was plastic packaging.  
• The proportion of plastic items in both landfill and recycling waste decreased 

throughout the audit. 
• After taking part in the waste audit, all participants felt that their level of waste 

literacy increased.  
• Some or all of the positive changes made by participants during the Home 

Waste Audit persisted after the audit ended.  
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Lessons learned that will inform future Home Waste Audits 

We made note of some changes we will make to future Home Waste Audits to make 
the challenge more impactful and improve data analysis. 

For data recording, we asked participants to record both the number of items and 
the volume of waste in each bin. However, as some items may be much larger in 
size than others, for example a cardboard box compared to a produce sticker, we 
found volume data to be less relevant for demonstrating changes in waste habits 
throughout the audit. In comparison, data reported by ‘number of items’ provided a 
clear representation of waste habits throughout the challenge, and better informed 
participants about their unique waste habits. 

Participants varied in how much detail they included on their data sheets. For 
example, some would include precise details for each metal can, e.g. coconut milk 
can, soup can, where others would simply tally all metal cans together. In the future, 
we aim to provide clearer instructions on how to fill in the datasheets and the level 
of detail we require. Within this audit, the datasheets were provided online for 
participants to fill in electronically or print-off and fill in by-hand. The option of filling in 
by hand was intended to make data collection easier for participants, however 
some participants requested more space for listing items. In future audits, we will 
provide an excel spreadsheet to allow for easy data submission for participants, and 
an opportunity to add extra rows to the data sheet where needed. This will also 
allow for more efficient data analysis.  

We may also explore the possibility of providing a platform for regular 
communication between participants throughout Home Waste Audits. This platform 
would provide a space for participants to share knowledge, ask questions and 
maintain enthusiasm and motivation throughout the challenge. 

Finally, in the future we would like to conduct a waste audit over a longer time 
frame as from participant feedback we believe this may prove more impactful and 
provide more realistic results. Waste habits naturally fluctuate from week to week, 
and this would allow us to capture more representative data over time, in addition 
to allowing for more slow, steady and sustainable changes to be made to 
participants behaviours and waste habits.  

Overall, we feel that our first Home Waste Audit was a great success. We observed 
increases in waste literacy and decreases in waste generation among participants. 
Of 10 participants who took part in the survey after the audit, 73% reported that they 
learned something new, and 100% said they would recommend the Home Waste 
Audit to others. When looking at waste data, it is clear that the audit prompted 
participants to learn about their local recycling guidelines and made conscious 
changes to their waste habits, as is evident in the reduction in items placed in both 
landfill and recycling bins over the course of the 4-week challenge. The U of T Trash 
Team would like to thank all participants of the July 2020 Home Waste Audit, and we 
look forward to hosting more Home Waste Audit events in the future! 
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Prepared by: 

Hannah De Frond, Rafaela Gutierrez, Chelsea Rochman, Susan Debreceni, 
Cassandra Sherlock 
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