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Abstract of the Executive Summary 
 

Based on fieldwork in both Metro Manila (the Philippines) and Bangalore (India), this project 
aimed to understand current and changing food consumption patterns, practices and policies in two 
mega-cities of South and Southeast Asia with a focus on the growing middle classes. Three 
approaches came together towards this aim, including industrial ecology methodologies, social 
practice theories, and the anthropology of policy. Our empirical research drew from 217 interviews, 
revealing the role social norms and conventions related to food consumption, as well as how 
meanings around food differ in varying cultural contexts. We found that eating out is an important 
trend in both cities, creating occasions for people to step out of class and caste distinctions and 
experience food as a form of adventure. The food service sector is a highly relevant space for 
further studies in relation to food waste; our research found very little food waste generated at the 
level of households. Women remain primarily responsible for food preparation in the home, 
oftentimes with the assistance of domestic help. While the most significant impacts during the food 
production and consumption stage occur upstream from households, during storage and transport 
for example, we evaluated the environmental impacts of how food waste is managed – proposing 
options for improved waste management in both contexts. The pathways of circulation and 
domestication of policies related to food waste was also studied in Bangalore, revealing the role of 
gated communities in micro-approaches to waste management. In Metro Manila, we found an 
increasing trend towards organic food and vegetarianism, particularly when eating out; in 
Bangalore, conversely, eating out is a way for vegetarians to experiment with non-veg dishes. In 
terms of methodological approaches and conceptual developments, social practice theory offers a 
rich prism through which to study food consumption, as a complex practice. Combining and 
understanding food consumption as both biophysical patterns and social practices required a 
reflexive stance in the interpretation of quantitative and qualitative data, leading to a key 
contribution of this research project: how much of what we consume should be combined with an 
understand of why and in what way we consume, towards a more complete picture of food 
consumption practices, patterns and policies. 
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Executive Summary 
(5-10 pages) 

 
This goal of this project was to contribute new disciplinary and inter-disciplinary research on 
consumption patterns, practices and policies in two mega-cities of South and Southeast Asia: 
Bangalore, India, and Metro Manila, the Philippines, among the emerging middle classes, to help 
inform transitions to more sustainable pathways. Fieldwork was conducted in both research sites, 
drawing from three complementary approaches. Approaches from Industrial Ecology aimed to 
assess resource consumption in the home (e.g., food and drink volume and frequency). Social 
Practice Theory approaches were applied to understanding the socio-cultural meanings of food 
consumption in the home, as well as change and continuity in practices, and the material dimension 
of food consumption (i.e., socio-technical interface). Drawing from the Anthropology of Policy, 
the pathways of circulation and domestication of policies relevant to ‘sustainable food 
consumption’ were also discussed. 
 
1. Research Results 
 
In alignment with our research plan, household interviews and observations were conducted in both 
Metro Manila and Bangalore, among a broad range of people loosely defined as being part of the 
‘middle classes’. In all, 217 interviews were conducted in Metro Manila and Bangalore. In Metro 
Manila, 30 in-depth household interviews were conducted with a focus on consumption practices, 
including a complete set of Material Flow Analysis survey questions (MFA), designed to capture 
consumption patterns. In a second phase, shorter interviews were conducted with 30 residents of 
condominiums and overseas Filipino worker (OFW) families, very much representative of the 
middle classes in Metro Manila. The aim of the small sample size was to capture diversity, through 
a grounded theory approach to sampling relying on theoretical sampling to identity the participants 
of the study. In addition, 15 in-depth interviews were conducted with people involved in organic 
food production and composting. In Bangalore, our approach for reaching the ‘middle classes’ was 
different: we met interlocutors through the workplace and focused our study specifically on the IT 
sector, as representative of one group among the middle classes. 100 short interviews were 
conducted, with select MFA-related questions. Initial fieldwork was also conducted in the area of 
food consumption and waste policies, particularly at the community level. In a second phase, 27 in-
depth interviews took place in the home.  In addition, 15 interviews took place around the 
municipal solid waste management policy and three specific community initiatives. 
 
Below we summarize our findings in relation to empirical research, conceptual developments 
and methodological discussions. 
 
I. Empirical research results 
 
The following section outlines our key research findings, considering social practices around food 
consumption – associated norms, material aspects, and people and competencies – as well as trends 
in food consumption, patterns of consumption and related impacts, and food waste management 
policies. We conclude with a brief overview of relevant social movements and new food 
consumption practices. 
 
Social norms: Rather than environmental considerations, health is a key factor in relation to food, 
and seems more significant to people than environmental or sustainability issues. Being able to eat 
healthier food is a top aspiration in Metro Manila (e.g., less canned goods, fresher food, more fish 
and vegetables, less pork or beef). In both Bangalore and Manila, there is a strong distinction 
between weekday and weekend when it comes to food consumption; notions of work vs leisure time 
are increasingly homogenized, affecting food consumption. However, meanings around food are 
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very different in both contexts and are culturally grounded: in Bangalore, the notion of ‘fresh food’ 
is paramount; in Manila, delicious food (sarap) is important (which can also refer to canned 
produce). In Bangalore, food is cooked daily; In Manila, food is cooked in advance and eaten over 
several days. In Bangalore, vegetables and grains dominate the diet in the home; in Manila, meat 
and rice. This changes when people eat out. 
 
Bangalore (and India more generally) is unique in the complexity of norms around food 
consumption, determined by class and caste systems; we found that caste/class can be weakened at 
certain times, but not all the time (e.g., when eating out). Finally, households do not seem to be the 
main generators of waste, but this depends on several factors that could change over time (e.g., 
domestic help, regular access to fresh produce, norms around ‘freshness’, etc.). 
 
Material dimensions: food and consumption spaces:  In the case of the Philippines, where we 
measured food consumption quantities and frequency, purchased food quantities vary greatly from 
one household to the other. Meat and dairy produce consumption seems relatively important, as is 
the consumption of processed food; canned and packaged goods can be considered almost 
‘traditional’ in Metro Manila, given the long availability of such products. 
 
Packaged food is not as prevalent in India except in terms of snacks, although there has been a trend 
towards packaged masala’s for cooking In Manila, knowledge of solid waste collection practices 
varies according to type of residence. In Bangalore, gated communities play an important role in 
managing waste. In Bangalore and Manila, middle class restaurants still exist – but their meanings 
may be changing. 
 
People and competencies: We found that life events are significant when it comes to food 
consumption patterns and practices, including moving to a new home, marriage, pregnancy, illness, 
and vacations abroad – which all significantly influence food consumption practices. Trust is an 
important factor that influences how people buy their foods, how they understand freshness, healthy 
foods, etc., as well as how people dispose of waste. Labels become an issue in this respect: the 
distrust of labels vs. trusted relations with people. 
 
We witnessed little change in the household division of labour, with working women primarily 
responsible for food consumption in the home. Being middle class is associated with having 
domestic help; this changes the nature of middle class women's involvement in food purchase and 
preparation (e.g., making the food done by the woman of the house, while chopping and cleaning 
would be done by domestic help). While some of this may have to do with enjoying the cooking 
process, it is also possible in Bangalore that the division of labour is related to caste issues: because 
of the lack of availability of domestic helpers from certain castes, the household members will 
prepare their own food in the final cooking stage. 
 
Households with helpers appear to purchase more raw food materials (from the wet market, 
grocery, sari-sari store, bakery, etc.), more regularly, than households without helpers. Less food-
related waste is produced as a consequence. Households that rely mostly on delivery/take out of 
food produce less food-related waste; however, their food packaging waste is considerable. 
Households inhabited by young couples or shared by flatmates tend to order food more often than 
families and households that have a helper.  
 
Eating out and bringing food home in Bangalore: Eating out is not merely as a means of getting 
out of the house to spend time eating out, but also eat out through the day: for breakfast, lunch, and 
snacks. Loyalty to a place to eat at has gradually given way to a preference for diversity – both of 
what one eats but also where eaten. Migration into the city by people from different parts of the 
country has not only facilitated the ‘diversity’ of the cuisine, but also has contributed to what may 
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be labelled as rediscovery of territoriality of food – back to food items the way mother made them – 
with a difference, that is now being made away from home. Restaurateurs too find it a difficult task 
to do the balancing act: of changing the menu while not changing their profile so as to retain ‘old’ 
customers while also attracting the ‘new’ and younger ones. Dual earning families and those with 
multiple pay checks go out to eat – not merely because of the need for a break from ‘eating out’ as 
part of work (lunch and business dinners), or giving a break to the main person responsible for 
cooking at home (male or female spouses) but also to provide for the diverse needs of the taste-buds 
of the members of the household (see Annexe 4: Report on eating out in Bangalore by Gopal 
Karanth).   
 
Households who go out to eat at least once a week or two to three times a week, if not everyday 
find that they save on domestic food waste (wet wastes) to the extent of 10 to 25 per cent. Given the 
tendency for municipal waste collection to remain un-segregated or wet and dry dumped together 
after collection, the restaurateurs believe that eating out culture as it is emerging and spreading in 
Bengaluru (and therefore in other urban areas) can contribute to better management of wet waste.  
For, the restaurateurs are, by law, expected to segregate waste and be responsible for their removal 
accordingly. Macro management of waste management of food service industry is unlikely to be a 
solution in the long run – given the failure of solid waste management practices hitherto.  Instead, 
the solutions lie in micro waste management enterprises at the unit levels (restaurants) or 
cooperation among a group of bulk producers for mutual benefit. 
 
(Food) waste management policies: To further expand the question of food waste and associated 
policies, we found that in Bangalore, efforts towards community management at the local levels 
have anticipated the ‘policy’ of waste management, in some middle class neighbourhoods. The role 
of women residents in initiating these efforts is significant; challenges were encountered in getting 
the participation of the residents. Legal activism plays a central role in the development and the 
implementation of the municipal solid waste management policy. 
 
Two different waste management systems are underway in Bangalore, according to the type of 
housing (individual houses vs. large housing complexes) and related to varying levels of 
commitment by the residents. The public discourse on environmental issues in the city focused on 
water conservation and solid waste management, influenced by activities and mobilization of civil 
society organizations. There are different words to signify waste that are used in Bangalore; the 
waste left in a serving bowl is not the same as waste left on a plate, for example. 
 
Environmental impacts for food consumption: While the most significant impacts during the 
food production and consumption stage occur prior to the households, during storage and transport 
for example, our focus was to explore some of the lesser known impact areas: food production and 
food waste management. Overall environmental impacts of organic agriculture are much lower than 
that of conventional agriculture in diverse contexts. This is based on a review of over 300 published 
reports. The most significant environmental impacts of food waste are due to the embedded impacts 
that have already occurred in life stages prior to the stage at which food is wasted (prior to reaching 
the household).  
 
A review of life cycle assessment (LCA) impacts of waste processing technologies, establishes that 
anaerobic digestion of food waste with biogas production has the least environmental impacts 
followed by wet feeding, dry feeding, composting, incineration and then landfilling, especially if 
the biogas replaces fossil fuels. Food consumption in Manila probably exerts a considerable 
pressure on the environment (esp. due to high consumption of meat and dairy products, processed 
and imported food, and beverages). Water consumption could also be further evaluated. (See 
Annexe 3: Report on environmental impacts of food consumption) 
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Social movements and new practices: There are new movements such as the organic movement, 
terrace gardening, or household composting that are gaining traction in the public imagination, in 
both Bangalore and Manila. Eating out is a major trend, most likely across the region, as mentioned 
earlier. This is not always taken into account in household expenditure / consumption surveys (see 
section above on eating out). More information could be gathered on the trends towards eating out 
in other Indian cities, to place in context the study on Bangalore and eating out. Eating out trends 
could relate to status, health, etc. 
 
The role of men in cooking may be increasing, most likely due to the ‘celebrity chef’ phenomenon. 
Also, there is an increase in number of ‘house husbands’ capable of and willing to take on the 
hitherto feminine role of keeping hearth. The availability domestic labour is changing (no longer 
full time in select Bangalore households). The retail sector is also evolving in Bangalore. Trends 
towards organic foods and vegetarian and non-vegetarian meal preferences are also underway. All 
of these changes might have implications on food consumption and related waste in the future.  
 
II. Conceptual developments 
 
Combining three conceptual frameworks was an ambitious task, which enriched our discussions 
around methodological approaches and empirical research findings. In terms of achieving inter- and 
trans-disciplinarity, much effort was placed on merging social practice theory with industrial 
ecology methods. Our research considers the synergies and limits of considering practices with 
material flow accounting. Our engagement with social practices was quite large, at the onset. 
Through an analysis of our data, we were able to further develop key aspects of this theoretical 
approach notably: how time influences social practices, and the role of taste and judgment in 
relation to social practices. 
 
The integration between the anthropology of policy, social practice theory and industrial ecology 
was best demonstrated in the research methodology: in understanding the policies that were put in 
place towards community-driven waste management, social practice theory served to understand 
how policies were interpreted by households in relation to everyday life and associated practices; in 
turn, through industrial ecology approaches, a better understand of the waste stream and associated 
flows could help inform the understanding of policies.  
 
III. Methodological discussions 
 
The following section outlines our methodological approaches and associated learnings. 
 
Related to household interviews and social practices: For the Philippines, using theoretical 
sampling, we looked for diversity in religions, age, household size, employment, growing up in the 
city/province, exposure to foreign cultures, among others. We considered a broad income range for 
‘middle classes’ with most interviews were conducted in the home. For Bangalore, an approach 
through the workplace and a focus on shorter interviews allowed us to reach a specific household 
member. The larger sample size helped us analyse results in terms of frequency and correlations. 
The downside is that interviews did not necessarily take place in the home. This is an important 
distinction to make, when presenting information about our sample and approach. 
 
The limitation of household interviews lies in the question of representation: individual members 
may not account for household as a whole. As much as possible, we involved other household 
members in the discussion. In terms of the use of NVivo software, we found that this was time 
consuming for coding, good for sharing between research sites, but difficult to handle, given the 
size of the files, and versions of the files (Mac vs PC). 
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For Gopal Karanth’s study on eating out (see Annexe 4), auto-ethnography was used as a 
methodological tool, in addition to a snowballing technique and e-mailed questionnaire. 
 
Related to household interviews and material flow estimates/measurements: the main 
methodological limitation is based on the memory recall methods: asking people about frequency 
and quantities does not reflect true consumption – a downside of survey in general. The household 
sample was also quite small, and therefore not representative in terms of providing robust 
quantitative analysis. That being said, we highly valued the interface between qualitative and 
quantitative approaches towards understanding material flows, an approach that we put forward in 
an article that has been accepted for publication (Annexe 1) based on a report on material flows 
(Annexe 2). The household interviews helped explained some of the material flows gathered 
through the survey, and the survey helped to quantify some of the research from the in-depth 
interviews.  
 
Related to understanding environmental impacts: Performing a comprehensive review of LCA 
studies can be a valuable and cost effective precursor and preliminary substitute for doing a 
complete LCA, as was done for this project (see Annexe 3). This is especially significant for the 
several regions and countries where background life cycle inventory information is not available. In 
this particular case, the LCA review has helped to highlight and evaluate general and broad trade-
offs between the environmental impacts of different alternatives during these two life stages of food 
– food production and food waste management – in both Metro Manila and Bangalore. 
 
Related to the policy analysis around waste management: In addition to interviews with 
different stakeholders and in the case of waste management in Bangalore, the analysis of the 
material that they have produced and disseminated has been key to understand how the public 
discourse is constructed and how the responsibility of households is represented. The mapping of 
the waste management systems done by the industrial ecology team has been integrated in the 
policy analysis, which has explored the relationships and the possible conflicts between some of the 
stakeholders in the stages that had been identified. 
 
3. Future research directions 
 
This research project has opened up several areas that would merit further research and exploration. 
In terms of food consumption patterns, further research could take place around the environmental 
impacts of food packaging waste within the specific local context of the solid waste management 
system; or of food-related waste elsewhere in the system, for example from eating out, drinking 
purified water, etc. In relation to practices, further research could consider the growing trend 
towards eating out. A focus could be placed on certain aspects of practices, like the time dimension, 
material dimension, or social norms. 
 
In terms of households, it would be worth considering the two other ends of the spectrum: looking 
at lower socio-economic groups, or the very affluent. In terms of food waste, it would be 
worthwhile to consider specifically the retail-household interface, as we learned that food 
provisioning is critical to understanding why waste is generated. Further, we recognize the need to 
further explore the political participation of the new middle classes in urban environmental 
governance, as we have learned their political mobilization in Bangalore has contributed to the 
formalization of the solid waste management policy and to the promotion of ecofriendly practices in 
Metro Manila (e.g. ban of plastic bags). 
 
Focusing on young people: would also be highly relevant, as the fastest-growing segment of the 
population in South and Southeast Asia are young people. Coming up with alternative visions that 
appeal to this group is a critical area of further research. 
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4. Policy implications 
 
One main finding is that health and family welfare are key elements to consider in transitions 
towards food consumption that has less of an environmental impact. In addition, more emphasis 
could be placed on eating out in relation to food food waste, rather than on the role of households in 
reducing food waste. The potential for change is also more significant at the level of the service 
sector (e.g., restaurants, campus, workplace, etc.). The narrative in policy discourse that households 
are responsible for food waste deserves to be challenged. Related to this, design and develop 
policies that address environmental impacts of food packaging, solid waste management system, 
and food-related waste outside of households would be relevant. It is important to consider here the 
role of both the private and public sector, specifically in relation to food waste. In different 
contexts, policy efforts could focus on considering the practicality of macro urban solid waste 
management versus micro-level waste management (at the level of a household, enterprise, or 
community). In Bangalore specifically, actors in the policy arena could consider including solid 
waste management plans as mandatory, along with rainwater harvesting and solar energy structures 
for new housing constructions. 
 
More generally, policies to promote sustainable consumption should be developed based on an 
understanding of the environmental impact trade-offs of different alternatives. LCA is a powerful 
tool in this regard. While doing a complete LCA requires an inventory of data that does not yet exist 
in these contexts, and while LCAs can be time consuming, data intensive and expensive, they can 
provide significant insights. For instance, consumption of tap water could be encouraged over 
bottled water, or biogas could be privileged as a waste management solution or organic agriculture 
can be promoted over subsidization of chemical fertilizers and pesticides. 
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Internal Report 
 
Overall, this was an ambitious project that brought together three conceptual approaches, two 
research sites, and a research team from different backgrounds working in three time zones. That 
being said, the research plan and scheduled was respected. We credit this to our regular conference 
calls (via Skype), as well as our in-person meetings – which are very much necessary for productive 
exchanges. Through these calls and meetings, we found that researchers from varying backgrounds 
have a different language and approach to research questions; this could sometimes slow down the 
process, but at the same time lead to interesting discussions and a more robust research design. 
 
It general, it was a challenge to move from multi-disciplinary approaches to inter-disciplinarity, 
particularly given the geographic distance and disciplinary backgrounds of the team members. The 
social practice theory approach could have been further refined to focus on a specific aspect, such 
as time and space dimensions, social norms, etc. Concepts from industrial ecology could have 
played a stronger role in the research design. While we successfully integrated social practices and 
industrial ecology conceptually, and social practices and the anthropology of policy, we did not 
integrate across all three approaches conceptually, although they did come together in our 
methodological approach and interpretation of research findings. Further conceptual developments 
could evolve from our future writing projects. 
 
We have plenty of data from this research project, the fieldwork was very rich indeed and all 
members of our core research team and affiliated researchers did an exceptional job at contributing 
to this large research question. We are now finding that the analysis of our data is best done through 
collaborative writing, around journal papers or conference presentations. For this, more time was 
needed than the allotted two years. We were granted a welcome extension and were able to present 
research results at several conferences this summer (see Annexe 5). We are quite happy with the 
publications underway, as well as the visibility to date around 2 of the 6 videos planned and 
produced by the SNIS. We wonder whether other projects have also found that a two year period is 
quite short for both research and writing, and whether in the future the SNIS might accept projects 
over a three year period. The writing exercise also lead to discussions over ownership of data and 
how to best recognize involved researchers, which in turn lead to an establishment of guidelines for 
publications related to this project. We would recommend that a research team establish such 
guidelines early on in their project. Perhaps the SNIS could also offer some guidance in this respect. 
Information on how data is stored, shared and used is provided in Annexe 6. 
 
We also have feedback on the partnership and collaborations around this project. UNEP was 
engaged as a partner from the start, providing input at the kick off meeting. UNEP also provided 
very useful input on the food waste issue; in addition, our research on food waste served as a case 
study for a policy-oriented meeting in Southeast Asia. We hope that UNEP will continue to help us 
disseminate the videos that came out of this research project. The ILO played a key role as a 
research partner, collaborating on a publication and providing input throughout research design and 
data analysis. Uma Rani from the ILO has been involved actively throughout the project. The WEF 
changed their offices responsible for sustainable consumption from Geneva to New York, at the 
start of our project; despite our best efforts, they were ultimately not involved in the project. 
 
Regarding the SNIS videos, we found them to be a very enriching exercise: how to translate 
research results into short films was a challenge that we feel was met with enthusiasm by both our 
research team and the SNIS. We feel they will be very useful tools for sharing research results with 
a broader audience, as well tools for teaching. There was some lack of clarity around roles and 
responsibilities regarding the videos, which we believe were addressed after the launch of the first 2 
films. We are awaiting next steps from the SNIS team regarding the last 4 films and look forward to 
their development.
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Annexes: 
 

Annexe 1: Paper accepted for publication (please await final version before providing online link to 

this article; we are not permitted to share the final proof publicly). 

Annexe 2: Report on consumption patterns 

Annexe 3: Report on environmental impacts of food consumption 

Annexe 4: Report on eating out in Bangalore 

Annexe 5: Overview of research dissemination (e.g., publications, conference papers, film 

screenings, etc.) 

Annexe 6: Overview of publication guidelines 


