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INTRODUCTION 
 

1- Brief background 

Food is a daily nutrient that the human body needs. It is also a close friend to sustainability because food 

is a part of the environment. When we put our unwanted food into the landfills, a greenhouse gas called 

methane is being produced which is not good for the quality of the environment. In addition, 

sustainability is the development that improves the quality of human life and consequently supports the 

ecosystems and the atmosphere, this mean that sustainability responds the present generations’ need 

and will not harm the future generation’s necessity. 

When I was looking at the Wall Street Journal (2010) website via Katharine Millonzi, I realized that the 

US is producing about 600 billion pounds of food each year and up to half of it goes to waste. This 

amount was pretty amazing in terms of profit, so, I became more interested in working on food. When I 

was trying to find some general information about waste at Williams College I discovered from White’s 

report (2007) that among the 1100 tones of Williams College regular solid wastes, 80% are trash, 19% 

recyclable and less than 2% goes into compost (mostly food waste). LeanPath (2008) classifies 

composted food waste into two main categories: pre-consumers and post-consumers; but some goes to 

trash if, for example, they are contaminated. For this project, I’ll be focusing on post-consumers food 

wastes. 



Page 3 of 22 
 

2- Purpose 

My project is entitled “Why do students waste food at Williams College?” I have chosen that topic 

because even if food waste represents a small percentage of the regular solid wastes at the College, 

understanding the facts, causes and issues related to wasting food at the College might help us to find 

sustainable (?) solutions in order to minimize food waste which in turns provides benefits (such as 

money savings and environment protection) for the Dining Services as well as the College. Consequently, 

my job is to collect as much information as I can from students and from the dining services. 

This academic year (2010 – 2011), Williams College has two main types of dining hall: the first is Paresky 

Center, a controlled dining service where student are not serving themselves but “served”; the second 

includes Mission and Driscoll, self-service dining halls where students can help themselves at getting the 

type of food they like. 

The following report on this paper will include the steps and methods that I used to reach my goal, then 

I will try to summarize in table as well as graphs all of the information that I have collected during my 

research (which is basically a survey). And finally, I will try to bring up some possible solution that might 

be applicable to the dining service at reducing food waste. 

I would like to notice that this project is very simple, and I am not sure how feasible are the solutions I 

am proposing and also proposed by other students but I hope it will help some responsible at the 

College, especially those in the Dining service, to understand why students are wasting and what could 

they do to overcome or at least reduce food waste. 
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METHODS 
 

I started my project by formulating my topic, finding some issues and thinking of the possible solution 

related to it on campus. When I was convinced that I was going to work on food, I talked to some of my 

Professors in my GEOS/ENVI 206 class.  First, I went to Katharine’s and Stephanie’s office to ask for 

advice on how I should accomplish my project. They proposed me to make a quick survey at each dining, 

to talk directly to students and ask them the reason why they are throwing food away. In addition, 

Stephanie proposed me to talk to Chris Winter, Director of Institutional Research at the Provost's Office, 

because he provides good advice to students at making good survey. Chris Winter told me that “survey 

is one of the most unreliable methods to get information” but he advised me to formulate which 

information I need, list all of the possible answer (for example: volume low-medium-high, type of food: 

pasta-meat) and make a direct survey.  

In general, I accomplished my work by subdividing the survey into two main types (see appendices 1 for 

the type of survey):  

- Direct survey: in which I had to get in touch directly with students and during which I had to 

stand near the composting station for about 10 to 15 minutes to record some information. I 

started my job at Paresky (dinner on April 23, brunch on April 24 and lunch on April 25), then I 

went to Mission and Driscoll for two days dinner (on April 25 and April 26). This first survey was 

based on the volume (none, low, medium, high, see figure below) and type of food left on each 

students’ plate after they finish eating (as Chris Winter’s advice). 
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LOW 

 

MEDIUM 

 

HIGH 

Figure 1: Picture showing the estimated volume based on food left on student’s plate (Photo taken by 

Voarintsoa, 2011). 

 

- Indirect survey: in which I created an account using the SurveyMonkey website (thanks to 

Stephanie’s advice) and then prepared some questionnaires (see appendices 1),created the  

survey and sent the link to some of Williams students e-mail. Collecting this online information 

lasted about 5 days (starting from April 26 till April 30). 

Once I collected all the information I needed, I began to group similar information and converted them 

into explicative graphs. I have also contacted some responsible at the Dining Service to ask for 

information. For example, I talked to Chef Fred Ackley in Paresky if he could help me estimating the 

weight of food that students through away based on the amount left on their plates. I have also 

discussed with him some issues related to food waste in the College as well as the solutions that 

students proposed from the online survey (we will discuss about that later). 
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS 
 

1- Information about the participants and reasons for wasting 

The number total of students participating at the online survey was 102 (54% women and 46 % men; 

30% senior, 29 % freshmen, 24 % sophomore and 17 % junior) and 79 for the direct survey (57% women 

and 43 % men). Concerning the board plan, 50 % of the surveyed students online are on 21 meal, 35% 

on 10,  9% on 14 and 6% have 5 or no meal plan. Most of them (~70%) go to the dining hall to get their 

food, sometimes they go to Grab&Go or EcoCafe. For those who do not have a meal plan or have other 

board plan, they usually cook in their home. This first overview put in evidence that most of students go 

to the dining hall so most of the food wastes at the College are directly related to those from the dining. 

Why are students wasting food? When I talked to some of them during my survey at the dining, they 

usually replied “I am full” or “I do not like the food”. “Full” because they said that the dining provides 

them too much food (especially in Paresky); “do not like the food” because sometimes it tastes good 

sometimes it does not. The following chart (figure 2) represents four main options highlighting the main 

reasons why students usually waste food at the College. 

Sometimes, students are in rush, especially when their schedule is pretty busy so they do not have 

enough time to finish their dish, or they take more food than they should (as they said “my eyes are 

bigger than my stomach”) or they are under diet restriction so after taking the food, they realized that 

they should not eat it or “the food is not labeled enough”.  
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Figure 2: Chart summarizing the reasons why students usually waste food at the College (this is a 

summary from the online survey). This first result is based on a multiple choice question in which 

students can choose more than one answer. This information is consistent with the response collected 

when I talked directly to students. 

 

In general, students are full so they throw food away because they are given too much in Paresky, 

however, in self-served dining hall (Mission & Driscoll), students do not like the food because of the 

taste. 

 

2- Type of wasted food and estimated volume and weight 

If students are full or do not like the food, what kind of foods do they usually throw away?  
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In my opinion, understanding the reason for wasting food is not enough; we need to define what type of 

food it is and how much it weighs. Below is a chart summarizing the type of food typically wasted at the 

College (figure 3): 

  

Figure 3: Chart showing the type of wasted food at Williams College. a) Comparison between the 

information collected from the direct and the indirect surveys. b) Comparison between the information 

collected from the two main dining halls (Paresky and Mission&Driscoll).  Note that uncooked food 

includes salad, fruit; cooked food includes pasta, soup; beverages can be cold or hot. 

 

First, I compared the results I collected from the online survey with all of the data I collected at the 

dining hall (figure 3a). The result revealed that most of the wasted foods are cooked (such as soup, 

pasta, pizza) then uncooked (salad, fruit), and it seems evident that both analyses (direct as well as 

indirect survey) are consistent, ie. the main types of wasted food at the college are dominated by 

cooked and uncooked. Then, when I compared the data collected from the two types of dining 
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(controlled portion and self-served) (figure 3b), it still highlights that students throw away cooked food. I 

think these results make sense because there are two main ways of serving food: fresh or cooked. For 

this second result, I realized that I should have made more detailed observation based on the type of 

cooked or uncooked food, for example separate soup from pasta or fruit from salad,  but as we only had 

a couple of weeks to work on the project, I decided not to focus on much details. 

Now, if we take in account the volume and estimate how much ounces one student’s waste weighs, our 

observation becomes more meaningful. When I talked to Chef Fred Ackley  in Paresky and showed him 

the picture of a high, medium and low volume of food left on student’s plate, he told me that the 

approximate weight of each plate corresponds to : 

-  9 – 12 ounces for volume high,  

- 4-8 ounces for volume medium, and 

-  1-3 ounces for volume low. 

The following pie and bar charts (figure 4) represent that either in Paresky or Mission & Driscoll, the 

number of students throwing away low volume of food is higher that the number of students wasting 

medium and high volume. This third result is good because most of students throw away not too much 

food; but if we convert the volume into weight by using the given weight approximation above, we can 

notice that even if the volume low is dominated, its calculated weight is less than medium and high 

volume. This means that even if most of students waste less food, the total amount of wasted food is 
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still higher because the weight of a medium and a high volume is two times heavier than the weight of a 

low volume food waste (table 1). 

 

Figure 4: Charts showing the number of surveyed students in percentage based on the volume of food 

left on their plates (a) in all the dining and (b) in Paresky and Mission&Driscoll separately for 5 meal 

times. The percentage represents the number of plates counted. For example, 45% of the 79 surveyed 

students throw low volume of food, 23% medium, etc. 

 

Table 1: Table showing the calculated weight of food waste based on the number of students (in %) and 

the estimated food left on their plates by volume. Note here that the percentage of students throwing 

away medium volume of food are about half of those who throw away low volume, however, the 

calculated weight is the opposite. 

Volume None Low Medium High Total 

Number of students (%) 19 45 23 13 100 

Estimated weight (oz) 0 1-3 4-8 9-12 --- 

Weight (oz) 0 45 - 135 92-184 117- 156 254-475 

 

None
19%

Low
45%

Medium
23%

High
13%

a)

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Paresky Mission & 
Driscoll

b)

High

Medium

Low

None



Page 11 of 22 
 

The total weight of the wasted food for 100 students ranges from 254 to 475 ounces or approximately 

16 to 30lbs for the 5 meal times, and the average food wasted for each meal time varies from 3 lbs to 6 

lbs.  

If we assume that the percentage above corresponds to the actual volume of food wasted at the 

College, and if we apply the same calculation by using the estimated weight per plates based on the 

volume of food left on students plates for the past few years, we can approximately estimate the weight 

of the post-consumers food wastes at the College (table 2). We can also use that data to estimate the 

amount of food waste for this academic year.  

I collected the number of meals counted (board plan, guest meals, paid by cash, or eph points) during 

the three consecutive academic years (2008-2009; 2009-2010 and 2010-2011) from the dining service 

via Chris Abayasinghe, Assistant Director at the Dining Service, in Droppers House. Except to this 

academic year which the last time of recording information was on May 13th (date where I went to Chris 

Abayasinghe’s office), all of these data were collected from July 01st at 4.01am, the beginning year, until 

June 30th at 4.00am, the ending year. 

First, I converted the total number of meals counted for each year into number corresponding to the 

volume none – low – medium and high by referring to the given percentage above. For example, during 

the academic year 2008-2009, the number of meal counted in Paresky, Mission, Driscoll and Grab&Go is 

675625, so the number of people having no food left on their plates is 675625*19% = 128369, for those 

who throw away low volume is 675625*45%= 304032, and so on. Then, I converted the values into 
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weight. For this step, I separated the estimated weight into two groups: the minimum and the 

maximum. For example, if I said earlier that a medium volume of food waste weighs 4 to 8 ounces, I 

assumed that 4 oz is the minimum and 8oz is the maximum. 

Table 2: Table summarizing the number of meal counted at the College since 2008 to 2011(*) and the 

calculated post-consumers food waste based on the estimated weight per volume in Paresky and 

Mission&Driscoll. (*) These meal count data were recorded between July 01st 2008 until June 30th 2009, 

then July 01st 2009 until June 30th 2010 and finally July 01st 2010 until May 13th 2011 this year. 

YEAR 
Number of students 

# of meals  none low medium high 
 % (from figure 4) 19 45 23 13 100 
 2008-2009 128369 304032 155394 87832 675627 
 2009-2010 130045 308001 157423 88978 684446 
 2010-2011 129228 306067 156434 88419 680148 
 

 
Estimated minimum weight Total weight min 

Ref* 0 1 4 9 ounces pounds 

2008-2009 0 304032.2 621576.8 790483.6 1716093 107255.8 

2009-2010 0 308000.7 629690.3 800801.8 1738493 108655.8 

2010-2011 0 306066.6 625736.2 795773.2 1727576 107973.5 

 
Estimated maximum weight Total weight max 

Ref* 0 3 8 12 ounces pounds 

2008-2009 0 912096.5 1243154 1053978 3209228 200576.8 

2009-2010 0 924002.1 1259381 1067736 3251119 203194.9 

2010-2011 0 918199.8 1251472 1061031 3230703 201918.9 

Here, Ref* means the approximate weight based on the volume left on students plates that I have 
mentioned above. 

 

Based on these calculations, the approximate post-consumers food waste at the college ranges from 

107 thousand pounds to 203 thousand pounds every academic year. Notice that this information, 

especially before this academic year, did not include the number of meals counted from other dining 

halls such as Dodd and Greylock. 
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3- Solutions 

When I stopped collecting information from the online survey, I had to copy and paste or write down all 

of the information I needed from the website to my computer because downloading data required 

upgrading and upgrading required money.  

Concerning the solution questionnaires, I have grouped all of the information proposed by students that 

had similar idea and I plotted them in one single chart below (figure 5)(details related to this topic is 

attached in the appendices 2) 

 

Figure 5: Chart summarizing the solutions proposed by students, the y-axis represents the number of 

students proposing one type of solution (notice that one student could propose more than one 

solution). The picture in right is an example of a portioned plate that can be applied to serve small-

medium or large portion size of food at the dining depending on its size. 
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It is evident that the main solution proposed by students concerns the choice in portion size. You will rea 

in the appendices 2 that some of them proposed that it is good to make three choices in the portion dish 

size (ie. large, medium, small) instead of side or full meal. When I talked to the Chef Fred Ackley about 

that, he was convinced that Paresky dining provides too much food for students (especially in the pasta 

service) and he also found that this proposition might be good and feasible at providing small – medium 

or large amount of food to students but the dining have to follow some norm. In my opinion, it might be 

possible to combine the portioned plates with that first proposed solution because it will not only 

reduce the number of plates that students are using but also the amount of food that one student 

should take is limited (and probably, the number of lost plates will be reduced?). 

In terms of food quality, it is quite hard to change the quality of the food ( for example salad stays salad) 

especially when student says that sometimes they like the food and sometimes they don’t because the 

same food tastes differently (for example cooked food). But I hope that the dining service will think 

about that. 

Awareness and self services are also the best in term of reducing food waste. Awareness (for example, 

Do it in the dark) because students usually forgot to care about how much food do they need and how 

important is sustainability on Campus if they reduce at least food waste. Concerning self service, I think 

this is a good solution to reduce food waste because the controlled portion, as Paresky did, gives too 

much food to students but if they are allowed to serve themselves, this might probably help to reduce 

food waste at Paresky. Remember that the estimated percentage of the volume of food wasted at 

Paresky ranges from low to medium, however, in self-served dining service, the volume low is 

dominated; and based on my calculation, the weight of 23 %medium waste is two times higher than the 

weight of 45%low volume waste. This means that, if we allow students to serve themselves the food 
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that they like, the results might be lower food waste so at least, and the volume of food left on students’ 

plates will be reduced from high and/or medium to low. 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

Food waste is not a big deal at the College, however, it is closely related to students’ behavior and the 

sustainability of the campus because as I mentioned at the beginning of this paper, starting to managing 

small waste in order to manage larger waste is a good start for bringing up the sustainability of the 

Campus. In addition, the methane generated by food waste (either pre or post consumers) deposited in 

the landfills participates at degrading the quality of the environment. 

In general, students throw food away because they do not like it (it tastes not good, or it is too spicy) or 

they are full (because the dining gave them too much food). The main types of post consumers wasted 

includes cooked food, like pasta and soup and the amount of food left on each students plate vary 

especially between low and medium. The medium and the high volume, even if they represents less 

percentage compared to low volume, contribute to a higher amount of food waste by weight at the 

dining. So, reducing the number of students wasting medium and high volume of food will save more 

money and reduce food waste at the Dining. 

Solution to food waste is directly related to sustainability. If, for example, we apply the first proposition 

that most of the surveyed students suggested, this might probably help the dining not only to reduce 
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the amount of food they provide to students, but also this will certainly reduce food waste at the 

college. And, as the dining lost so many plates over the year, the use of portioned plates might help to 

reduce the number of lost plates. Consequently, we can save money and reduce the amount of methane 

produced to the atmosphere. 

To conclude, I think that we cannot reduce our food waste at zero waste, but if we apply the Arizona 

State’s University principles (ASU news, 2011), this might increase student’s awareness and we can also 

recycle food waste by converting it into a highly nutritious soil based fertilizer as the EcoScraps (2010) 

does. In that case, the college can provide an agriculture-related class, teaching students to convert food 

waste into fertilizer, so, instead of paying somebody to take our food waste away, we could convert it 

into fertilizer and sell it (earn money in return ). 
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--APPENDICES – 

 

APPENDICES 01: Types of survey and contents 

1- Direct Survey 

 

2- Indirect survey 

 

  



APPENDICES 02: List of proposed solutions  collected from the online survey (by alphabetical order) 

# Solutions 

1 Allow for self serving 

2 allow individual choice in portion size  

3 allow return trips in paresky so there is no incentive to take more than you need 

4 Allow students the option of not being on the meal plan 

5 

allow students to eat when they want. At the moment you have a specific time to eat and youare wither taking too much 
food and wasting it or in a rush and throwing it away 

6 

Allow students to serve their own portions, have smaller plates, don't make students be on the meal plan if they don't 
want to be 

7 Allow students to serve themselves smaller portions 

8 Allowing students to sample food while they are in line to see if they like it before getting it and sitting down. 

9 awareness? I feel it is often a result of over-anticipating the size of one's stomach 

10 better estimates of necessary food requirements for each dining hall 

11 better food 

12 Better sustainability education and more information about the benefits of reducing waste. 

13 buffet style dining at whitmans 

14 can't think of any viable solutions 

15 Compost! which we do well, unless the bag is to heavy to lift, in which case it is thrown out 

16 Composting? 

17 Cook better food 

18 cooking better foodddd!!!! 

19 decrease main options 

20 detray (already done)  

21 dunno 

22 Education classes on what food waste does. What it costs, where those resources could be going, etc. 

23 Encourage people not to 

24 Encourage people to not take more than they are going to eat. (Perhaps something similar to do it in the dark, but about 
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waste, would help.) 

25 Get a list of students who are coming to the dining 

26 Have me be less dumb? I just will sometimes grab more than I can eat, "eyes bigger than Stomach" 

27 have more of it self-served (paresky), make it taste better! 

28 help people understand that the apparent surplus of food does not mean that it is ok to take more than they need 

29 I am not sure. 

30 I think having more composting stations, for example more around Paresky, is one solution. 

31 Improve the quality of the food 

32 INCENTIVES for lack of food waste. this is how economics works! :) 

33 

Institute a penalty for throwing food away or make people feel guilty when they do in the form of an alarm or a blaring red 
button that activates when food is thrown out 

34 Let me off of the meal plan! I only throw the food away because I discover that it contains something that I'm allergic to. 

35 limit amount people can take 

36 limit portion sizes (like Whitmans does) 

37 limit the selection 

38 make better fucking food 

39 Make food better! 

40 Make the food better. 

41 Make the food taste better!!! Especially Driscoll this year 

42 More options for food or emphasis on portion control. 

43 N/A 

44 Offer plates with divided portions so that people avoid serving themselves an excess of food. 

45 option to have smaller portions at Paresky - to have servers ask how big of a portion people want (of salad etc) 

46 People should choose smaller portions, and get seconds if they are still hungery. 

47 portion control in paresky! and increased education about comopost 

48 Portioned plates and smaller servings 

49 Pre-packaged portions 

50 prepare food better -- it's wasteful to take good ingredients and make bad food out of them 
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51 

Propose different size portions to students (in Paresky at least since we are served). Maybe advertise what a 
small/medium/large portion looks like and have the cooks ask what the student for the serving size. 

52 Reduce everyone's meal plan. 

53 Self service at all dining halls, 

54 Separate servings more 

55 serve better cooked/less disgusting mains and sides 

56 serving smaller portions (resky) 

57 Signs reminding people to take only what they think they'll eat. 

58 smaller plates 

59 smaller portion size available at paresky 

60 Smaller portion sizes 

61 Smaller portion sizes at Whitmans 

62 smaller portions 

63 

Smaller portions could work. often when you get the meat option at whitmans you get a giant side of broccoli/rice that 
isn't necessary 

64 Smaller portions? 

65 Some form of education outside of the classroom. Maybe various educational posters in front of the food disposal areas. 

66 somehow encourage smaller first portions, with second only as needed 

67 Start by educating all about the importance of sustainability. 

68 the school is already doing a lot and i approve! no trays so people take less, composting, WRAPS... 

69 There is none. 
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