
Environmental determinants of moral judgements about food wasting behaviour 

 

mgr Michał Misiak 

 

ABSTRACT  

Wasting food is one of the major global problems that contributes to a range of 

environmental, social and economic consequences. Some people believe that by wasting food we are 

committing immoral behaviour. Despite the gravity of the food waste problem, to date, there has been 

no research aimed at explaining this specific category of moral judgments. We do not know how 

common they are, what factors shape them, and whether they have any influence on the amount of food 

we waste. This dissertation is an attempt to understand these issues. It is based on the results of three 

psychological studies conducted among five different societies. These studies aimed to show the scale 

of the phenomenon of moral condemnation of food wasting behaviour and to identify the 

environmental factors that may shape such moral judgements.  

The first study was conducted on a large group of Poles. Its main objective was to empirically 

verify whether people consider wasting food as immoral behaviour. Moreover, an attempt was made 

to determine whether people who judge food wasting as immoral behaviour, waste less food. 

Additionally, the respondents had the opportunity to identify the main reasons that made them rate 

wasting food as immoral. The results of the study showed that the majority of the people studied 

considered wasting food to be immoral. It also found that those who considered wasting food immoral 

wasted less food. Finally, the main reasons why the respondents judged wasting food as immoral were 

arguments that food wasting behaviours contribute to environmental degradation and sustain existing 

social problems. 

The second study verified whether food wasting behaviour is judged as immoral in non-

industrialised societies as well. Such societies, compared to the Poles studied earlier, live in radically 

different environmental conditions. They have much more difficulties in accessing the knowledge 

about the global consequences of food wasting and thus may not have developed a negative moral 

attitude towards this behaviour. The study involved representatives of non-industrialised societies: 

Maasai and Yali. For comparative purposes, Poles were also included. The results of the study showed 

that people from non-industrialised societies, just like Poles, evaluated food wasting behaviour as 

immoral. Moreover, their moral judgements were much harsher - these differences may be explained 



by the environmental conditions of the societies involved in the study. In harsh environmental 

conditions, food is more difficult to obtain and wasting food can have harmful consequences for life 

and health. Therefore, people from non-industrialised societies may have condemned wasting food 

more than Poles, for whom food is easily available and wasting it does not threaten life and health. 

The third study was to clarify in more detail the relationship between harsh environmental 

conditions and harsh moral judgements about food wasting. The study involved Hadza hunter-gatherers 

and Datoga traditional pastoralists. The study was based on the assumption that in harsh environmental 

conditions, access to food is more difficult—people who have difficulties in accessing food should 

therefore be in a poorer nutritional condition. Therefore, the study verified whether people with poorer 

nutritional status are characterised by more severe moral judgements about wasting food. In addition, 

moral judgements about food wasting behaviour were compared between Hadza and Datoga. Since the 

Hadza have poorer access to food than the Datoga, the Hadza should judge food wasting behaviour 

more harshly. The results of the study partially confirmed that individuals with poorer nutritional status 

judged food wasting behaviour as more immoral, thus supporting the hypothesis that environmental 

conditions are related to moral judgements about food wasting. However, the hypothesis of differences 

between the Hadza and Datoga societies was not supported. 

The series of studies conducted confirmed that people judge food wasting behaviour as 

immoral—both in industrialised and non-industrialised societies. However, the results of these studies 

highlight different factors that may be responsible for these judgements. Among the Poles studied, 

moral judgements about wasting food may have developed in response to arguments about the 

environmental and social problems that are a consequence of wasting food. However, in societies that 

live in harsh environmental conditions, difficult access to food is to be rather responsible for the moral 

condemnation of food wasting. The research carried out within the framework of this dissertation has 

not only brought us closer to answering some important questions about moral judgements about food 

wasting behaviour but has also provided a foundation for asking further questions and conducting even 

more detailed research. 
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