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ABSTRACT

Consumers are increasingly conscious of the toll that plastic has had on the environment,
and packaging waste in particular is now under global scrutiny for its devastating
effects. Although considered a scientific wonder for most of the last century and
unquestioningly tied to modernity and convenience, many consumers are grappling with
their plastic consumption as they come to terms with the extent of the environmental
crisis. Increasingly, consumers worldwide are looking at their own behaviours and
resolving to do what they can, including efforts to reduce and refuse plastic packaging.
This study explores my experiences with plastic-free shopping by learning new
behaviours, in an effort to develop lasting habits. Using a social practice theory
approach, this autoethnographic account of my experience of a 30-day challenge, shares
the complexities of trying to change my grocery shopping behaviours and how the ripple
effects of these new behaviours were experienced in other areas of life. This research
suggests that plastic-free shopping has the potential to be a driver of social change, but it
exists within larger societal practices that present interesting challenges for individual
sustainability.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

A new bakery has opened in the old stone building, and as I walk down the stairs into the
small space, the red brick walls radiate the warmth of the ovens. Freshly baked bread
welcomes me, and I smile, excitedly thinking about the potential to purchase bread
without the plastic bag. The owner welcomes me and we chat about the new bakery;
after a few minutes, I tell him about my research. Is it possible to buy bread, but in my
own bag? Absolutely, he tells me, excited, and obviously proud of his new business.
After we agree that I will come back tomorrow for two freshly baked loaves of teff bread,
he writes my name on a little yellow ‘sticky’ and applies it to the wall for the next days’
orders. I have no idea what teff bread tastes like, but the large, dark brown dense loaves
look delicious. That night, excitedly I tell my family that I have the ‘bread thing’ figured
out. Relieved that I can just buy it, and not have to make it anymore, I mentally check it
off my list.
Bread. Check.
The next day I feel lighter, less stressed, and we chat again as he puts the two
freshly baked loaves into my mesh bags. He moves to the cash register and speaks the
information aloud, as if it’s new for him (which it is)… as he checks the prices against
the list sitting beside the till.
“Ok, that’s two…” he pauses, “at twelve”…. He checks the list again and taps the
numbers into the cash register. “That’s $24 please”. He looks up at me to confirm how I
would like to pay. My brain skips, grinding to a halt. I look at him, and blink. I’m not
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sure that I’ve heard correctly. Panic rising, my gaze slides over the bags to check how
many loaves there are. Just two. Twenty-four dollars for two loaves of bread?
I want to say, “thank you, but that’s ridiculous” and leave without the bread, but I don’t
want to cause a scene. Less chatty now, I remain calm and thank the owner as I leave the
bakery. Shocked, I feel a bit lightheaded and queasy. Plastic free… yes, but personally
sustainable? No…
“Bread” goes back on my mental to-do list. This plastic-free thing might be harder
than I thought.
I have always leaned towards personal and environmental sustainability. As a
young woman I chose to leave Vancouver BC for the forested backwoods of a small
community nestled between mountains and lakes in the southwest corner of the
Kootenays. I have been mostly vegetarian for over thirty years now and I have a large
vegetable garden and multiple fruit trees. I cook from scratch to avoid processed foods
and I am an avid thrift store shopper. Over the years, I have introduced new proenvironmental behaviours into my daily routine, including reusable water bottles, cloth
shopping bags, a reusable coffee mug, and containers for lunches. I also became a
beekeeper several years ago. In short, as my knowledge and skill sets have evolved, I
have adopted new behaviours in an attempt to live more sustainably.
These green behaviours were the result of an inner conviction that my choices were
better for my growing family, the planet, and myself. I felt compelled by intrinsic
motivations to do what felt right, a sort of personal inner compass that guided me (Cecere
et al., 2014). Pro-environmental beliefs and behaviours evolved slowly, over decades,
and my actions became part of my identity (Warde, 2005). In recent years however, new
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technology, including social media, have changed the speed in which information is
disseminated, and social change occurs (Brennan & Parker, 2014). This was new for me,
and I was not prepared for the ‘real time’ impact of visual images and information about
plastic pollution, and the speed in which the global community responded.
In 2018, I bought myself an iPhone for my fiftieth birthday, and downloaded
Instagram so that I could see the colourful photos my friends and family were
posting. As I followed more and more accounts, my Instagram feed became populated
with disturbing images of plastic pollution. These graphic images included a dead whale
with a belly full of plastic (Blatchley, 2019), a mother albatross feeding her chick plastic
litter from the ocean (Jordan, 2018), a turtle with a plastic straw stuck in its nostril
(Figgener, 2015), and a tiny seahorse clinging to a colourful, pink q-tip (Hoffman,
2017). The videos that circulated were more upsetting: the ‘turtle and the straw’ video
was hard to watch, and the images made me feel sick. They made other people feel the
same way, and within weeks these images went viral on social media and individuals
around the world responded. Angry consumers in England overwhelmed the postal
service by returning parcels of non-recyclable chip packages back to the manufacturer
(Martinko, 2018). In New York City, Rob Greenfield, a sustainable living and
environmental activist, collected and wore his own garbage in a see-through plastic suit
for thirty days, collecting 135 pounds of trash. In London, consumers staged ‘plastic
attacks’ at the grocery store, where they unwrapped all their groceries, and handed the
plastic back to the retailer (Tutton, 2018). These public displays were fuelled by the
same images and information that had shocked me.
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Public opinion of single-use plastics is changing. Where plastic was once regarded
as a modern convenience (at its best) or litter (at its worst), there is now concern that,
“plastic is far more pervasive and sinister than most people had ever imagined” (Buranyi,
2018, p. 3). Recent studies have confirmed that globally, 91% of the annual production
of plastic is either diverted to landfills, burned in incinerators or lost to the environment,
and only 9% of all plastics ever produced, have been recycled (Geyer, et al., 2017;
Jambeck, et al., 2015). With the average North American throwing out 90,000 pounds of
trash in their lifetime (Mulder, 2015), “what we don’t burn, bury or feebly recycle is
either stuffed in our attics or floating in the ocean” (Ericksen, 2017, p. 46). As a result,
scientists predict that at our current rate of use and disposal, by 2050 the global weight of
ocean plastics could exceed the combined weight of all marine life (MacArthur
Foundation, 2016; Reddy, 2018).

1.1. Shrinking My Foodprint
I started thinking about my own actions. What was I prepared to do to change my
behaviours in order to reduce my consumption of single-use plastic? I started by looking
at the plastic in my recycling bin and garbage, and then followed those items back to the
source. In the bathroom I found shampoo bottles, disposable razors, q-tips, deodorant,
toothpaste, and toothbrushes. I replaced the disposable razors with a stainless steel one
and bought a pack of bamboo toothbrushes. I vowed not to buy q-tips anymore and I
bought a few shampoo bars. The deodorant was more difficult to find and my first
attempt at purchasing toothpaste was disappointing. In the kitchen, I found garbage bags,
bottles of dish soap, sandwich bags, six-pack rings and cleaning solutions. I found a
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store that sold bulk dish soap, I bought beeswax wraps for sandwiches and I made
cleaning solutions with the bulk dish soap. The biggest issue though, was food-related
plastic waste. Containers, tubs, wrappers, bags, wrap, bottles, inserts - nearly everything
in my fridge came in plastic, and almost all the plastic in my recycling and garbage
containers was food related. As I worked to clean and sort my recyclables each week,
the disturbing images of plastic pollution made me wonder whether I was helping to
solve the problem.
Fuelled by a desire to reduce my plastic consumption, I became aware of the
challenges of purchasing plastic-free food when I went shopping (Johnson, 2013). Even
armed with the best intentions and a cart full of reusable bags, it was extremely difficult
to navigate the challenges of avoiding plastic packaging (Zeiss, 2018). Whereas I once
viewed the aisles as full of food, I started to see the packaging first and realized with a
sinking feeling that what lay in front of me was a mountain of waste. To make matters
worse, I was only looking at the plastic from one, single grocery store. Each trip to the
store resulted in new angst; cucumber is wrapped in plastic; bread is sold in plastic bags
and tofu and veggie hot dogs are vacuum-packed in plastic. How could I purchase
groceries without also bringing home a bag full of plastic packaging?
I read more and turned to plastic-free social media influencers and writers, to
understand the ways in which I could navigate plastic-free grocery shopping. I started
learning about plastic-free and zero-waste efforts, and linear and circular economies
(Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2018). I began to understand that the process of grocery
shopping is influenced less by values and intentions, and more by social norms and
habits (Connolly & Prothero, 2008; Perera et al., 2016). At first, I did not understand the
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significance of habits. However, when I looked at my grocery shopping behaviours and
examined my practice to see where habits might be dictating my actions, I was shocked
to discover my coffee habit in particular, completely overruled my best intentions.
My chosen brand of coffee is displayed in the coffee aisle with all the others, in a
flexible metal-like bag that has a plastic liner. In an effort to purchase coffee without the
packaging, I tried the coffee from a local roaster, but did not enjoy it as much as my
favourite brand. One day, I discussed the dilemma with my husband. He said, “Isn’t
there a bulk coffee section in the store?” I mulled it over for a few seconds and then
replied, “well, there used to be, but I’m not sure if it’s still there”. I thought about it for a
day or two, and then on my next trip to the grocery store, I went looking for the bulk
coffee. Incredibly, it is located at the end of the aisle, and less than ten feet away from
the bagged coffee. The display was huge, with more than twenty different flavours of
bulk coffee beans. I stood there, staring, until it dawned on me that I had walked past
this display of bulk coffee for months, without noticing it. Then, with astonishment, I
realized that the bulk beans were the same brand as my favourite pre-packaged brand. At
that moment, I knew that in order to kick my plastic habit, I had to focus on my day-today behaviours.
My desire to reduce my consumption of plastic is a consumption behaviour often
referred to as green consumption (Perera et al., 2018). Green consumption is defined as,
“voluntarily engaging in environmentally friendly consumer practices” (Connolly &
Prothero, 2008). Researchers attribute the trend to a growing concern for the earth
(Hagberg, 2016), and consumer pushback against consumption practices that are
considered unsustainable (Nielsen, 2012). These practices are demonstrated in numerous
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ways. For example, some consumers focus on purchasing organic foods, while others
shop at thrift stores to maximize resources, and like myself, some choose to be
vegetarian, or vegan (Perera et al., 2018). Plastic-free grocery shopping is another effort
within green consumption trends and is directly related to the global recognition of the
environmental impact of plastic (Young, 2018). Similarly, zero-waste efforts are a result
of environmental concerns, and the two movements share many of the same motivations
and behaviours. For clarity purposes, I provide definitions of plastic-free shopping and
zero-waste to illuminate the differences (and intersections) of these concepts.
As a form of green consumption, plastic-free shopping is demonstrated by an
attempt to reduce or eliminate the amount of single-use plastic that is purchased by the
consumer (Beitzen-Heineke et al., 2017; Fuentes et al., 2019; Zeiss, 2018). The term
‘plastic-free’ describes both an item and its packaging. This description means the
overall total of what the consumer is purchasing (Flustix, 2019) must be free of plastic.
It can also refer to a person’s behaviour, as a descriptor of their daily practice. In this
way, individuals can refer to themselves as ‘plastic-free’ to define their consumer values.
Some criticism has emerged that no individual can be completely ‘plastic-free’ because
items such as cell phones, computers, and cars are manufactured with plastic (Hague,
2019). As a result, the term has required some clarification and as a behavioural
principal, it generally means that an individual is trying to reduce or eliminate the
disposable, single-use plastic within their daily activities (Beitzen-Heineke et al., 2017;
Fuentes et al., 2019; Kurutz, 2019; Zeiss, 2018).
Alternatively, a zero-waste lifestyle is generally defined as a conservation of
resources, including an individual’s daily accumulation of waste materials, to prevent
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products from being burned, buried or lost to the environment (Ericksen, 2017; Zero
Waste International Alliance, 2019). Zero-waste emphasizes the circular economy in
which resources stay within the consumer cycle, to be reused, repurposed and repaired
instead of discarded (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2018; Johnson, 2018). The similarity
for both movements, is that rather than ‘reduce’ or ‘recycle’, both efforts emphasise the
word ‘refuse’ as the primary point of entry: ‘plastic-free’ refuses plastic, and ‘zero-waste’
refuses to participate in the creation of waste (Johnson, 2018). While distinct in their
efforts, individuals who start with plastic-free behaviours, often experience an interest in
zero-waste behaviours as they become more proficient at looking for behavioural
alternatives for their consumption patterns (Kurutz, 2019). In this way, the two
movements are connected, and practitioners inform and inspire each other.
In the last five years, the collective interest in plastic-free and zero-waste efforts
has resulted in a growing social movement (Bird, 2019). In fact, since January 2017,
Google searches for ‘zero-waste’ have doubled, and there are now more than 2.5 million
tagged #zerowaste posts on Instagram (Wicker, 2019). The two movements gained
international attention with Bea Johnson: referred to as, “The Priestess of Waste Free
Living” by the New York Times, who for the past ten years has demonstrated and spoken
about the benefits of a plastic-free and zero-waste lifestyle. Johnson’s international
bestselling book on waste-free living has been translated into twenty languages and her
message has become a catalyst for social change (Bird, 2019). As an example, in 2018,
the June edition of National Geographic magazine focussed on plastic pollution, and the
disturbing image on the cover asked, “Planet or Plastic?” A recent CNN article declared
that, “Zero waste isn’t just for hippies anymore” (Chapman, 2017). As noted by the
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headline of a Vancouver Sun article by Chan (2018), “Zero waste movement goes
mainstream in Vancouver '', there are now two zero-waste grocery and lifestyle stores to
support the rapidly expanding interest in plastic-free and zero-waste living. More
recently, the CBC News profiled a half hour documentary on Marketplace, titled, “Why
buying plastic-free groceries is so hard” (2019).
As I read the articles, watched the documentaries and considered my weekly
grocery shopping, I realized I did not have any understanding of the strategies in which a
consumer could successfully, ‘shop plastic-free’. How exactly could I accomplish this
goal, if all the food I wanted to purchase, was wrapped in plastic? As a new area of
research, the existing literature has explored the challenges of plastic-free groceries as it
impacts the global food supply chain (Beitzen-Heineke et al., 2017), the challenges of the
practice for retailers and consumers (Fuentes et al., 2019) and interactive reward systems
for plastic-free shopping behaviours (Rapp et al., 2017). The information I wanted, the
simple practical how to’s, was explored by Zeiss (2018), who indicated that package free
shopping was an, “academically largely unrecognized field” (p. 4). In her study, which
focused on The Netherlands, she indicated that, “very little has really been accomplished
in addressing the issue at the practical level [and] hardly or not reported on in existing
literature” (p. 4). This indication worried me (because I needed to buy groceries), but it
also intrigued me. I wondered, perhaps the information is limited because the practice is
more complicated than I understood. Or, perhaps the phenomenon is so new, that the
answers do not yet exist?
It appears this new mode of shopping requires consumers to rethink their shopping
practice, and their relationship with convenience foods with a critical lens (Fuentes,
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2014; Fuentes et al., 2019; Rapp et al., 2017; Venn et al., 2017). Consumers have to
navigate complicated behavioural changes and break old habits to acquire new
competencies (Connolly & Prothero, 2008; Fuentes et al., 2019; Zeiss, 2018). To add to
the challenges, plastic-free consumers don’t choose one ‘greener’ product over another,
as in the choice between environmentally friendly dish soap and regular dish soap.
Instead, plastic-free shopping is the refusal to purchase a product based on its packaging
alone, and not whether the product is ‘green’ or environmentally friendly (Connolly &
Prothero, 2008; Fuentes, et al, 2019; Zeiss, 2018). For instance, in most grocery stores,
cauliflower, granola bars, cookies, cereal, pasta, cheese, meat, and tofu are packaged in
plastic. For consumers who are trying to shop plastic-free, and want and/or need these
products (and these are basic, staple items), they are faced with a ‘crisis of conscience’
that forces them to make a decision between their pro-environmental intentions, and
existing socio-contextual norms (Perera et al., 2016).
Like many socially constructed practices, grocery shopping is a culturally specific
learned behaviour. Social and cultural factors play a significant role in shaping our
understanding of our environment (Hargreaves, 2011; Keller & Ruus, 2014) and
achieving new behaviours outside the social norm can be challenging (Belotti & Mora,
2016). Critics of the plastic-free movement indicate that it is impossible, expensive, time
consuming, and a luxury of the middle class (Badham, 2019; Peters, 2018). Supporters
of the movement suggest that simple behaviour changes can have a positive effect on the
amount of plastic packaging one is forced to purchase and, although challenging, the
practice is not impossible (Johnson, 2018).
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I continued to read about the emerging plastic-free trend and thought about my own
shopping behaviours as I considered the information. It felt like the critics of the social
movement were sitting on one shoulder, and the supporters were sitting on the other, with
both sides talking to me at the same time about the difficulties of taking action. One day
I noticed a cartoon illustration on my Facebook feed that resonated with me. In the
cartoon, a consumer is at the checkout till paying for her groceries. Before placing the
groceries into a bag, the cashier asks, “Would you like a reusable bag to carry all this
plastic?” I sympathized with the irony of the situation, because when I walked through
the grocery store, all I saw was food wrapped in different types of plastic, and completely
encasing all the food I wanted to buy. What was I going to eat if I shopped plastic-free?
How would my behaviours shift? What would this experience be like?
With these questions in mind, and acknowledging research is an extension of
researchers’ lives, this study is anchored in my personal interests and experiences. This
study is about habit change and single use plastic. It was initiated as a personal response
to the devastation of plastic pollution, and to understand the complex behavioural
challenges of trying to learn new, plastic-free behaviours. I contribute my experience of
a 30-day plastic-free challenge to offer new insights and a unique perspective to help
further this important transformation of consumer culture.
The purpose of this study, therefore, is to understand my experiences of plastic-free
shopping during a 30-day plastic-free challenge. Using a distributed agency approach I
was able to view the human element of my practice as shaped by the agency distributed
between all the elements of my practice (Schatzki, 2002). In other words, “when one
element of a practice changes, the ability to perform that practice is also altered in some
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way” (Fuentes et al., 2019, p. 260). An example of this concept is the introduction of the
plastic shopping bag in the 1970’s (Hagberg, 2016). Plastic grocery bags eliminated the
use of large paper bags that staff had to help the consumer carry, or deliver to the
consumers’ home. Soon, the consumer was able to carry their own groceries, resulting in
an increase in impulse buying and the elimination of home delivery services. Then,
grocery bags became a new type of marketing device, carrying identification and
promotion for the retailer. This illustrates how the introduction of the plastic grocery bag
had multiple consequences for the distribution of agency: from the staff, to the consumer,
to the bag itself (Fuentes et al., 2019; Hagberg, 2016). Accordingly, this study assumes
that as one element of my practice changes, the ability to perform that practice will be
altered in some way.
Next, I considered my questions about the practice and wondered if telling my
story through autoethnography would be beneficial. First, plastic-free behaviours are a
new phenomenon: would my insight about plastic-free behaviours be of theoretical
interest to the academic community? Second, what new behaviours would I need to
learn, and how would the ripple effects of these behaviours be experienced in other areas
of my life? This presented an opportunity to position myself as the researcher and
participant (Ellis, 2008) so that I could explore the phenomenon for my own interest and
also write about my experience for others to learn from (Wall, 2008).
These musings about plastic-free grocery shopping and what the experience would
be like guided the development of the research questions. The first question I sought to
explore was (1) what behaviours enable plastic-free grocery shopping habits? This
question aimed to understand how the practice is possible given my socio-cultural
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dependency upon plastic packaging, and speaks to, “how consumers actually follow
through at the behavioural level” (Perera et al., 2016, p. 844). The second research
question then, was (2) how are the behavioural ripple effects of plastic-free shopping
experienced in other areas of life? This question addresses the ‘everyday’
implementation of these new behaviours and whether changing one aspect of my daily
routine, resulted in consequences for other parts of my life. Finally, the third research
question asked (3) how did I understand my experience after exploring it through the
perspectives and knowledge of the industry experts? This question desired to understand
the challenges and opportunities of the practice, and how governance and policy impact a
plastic-free practice.

1.2 The Journey Ahead
Within the chapters that follow, I explore the plastic-free grocery-shopping phenomenon
and provide a consumers’ first person account of the experience and ripple effects that
ensue. Chapter Two reviews the issues associated with recycling and addresses why
more recycling will not result in less plastic waste. To understand how to become a
‘plastic-free shopper’ I then sought to learn about pro-environmental behaviour, and how
the elements of my practice intersected to form my behavioural habits (Shove et al.,
2012; Warde, 2005). In Chapter Three I introduce the research design, and provide a
review of autoethnography to provide context for the methodology of the study. Chapter
Four is presented as the autoethnographic narrative in which I observe and reflect on the
micro level of my everyday behaviours during a 30-day plastic-free challenge. This
transformative journey is chronicled in twelve entries that best describe the experience.
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Layered into and between the narratives, are the interview responses, which provide
greater context to my experiences and promote reflection on the challenges and
opportunities of the practice. Chapter Five provides the analysis to understand whether
my practice became more sustainable, and follows with the discussion and conclusion of
the study.
It is my hope that this thesis, and the lessons I have learned, will contribute to the
academic literature regarding plastic-free behaviour changes and their consequences for
sustainability and leisure. Similarly, I hope that ‘everyday people’ and readers are able
to take some knowledge from this work and apply it to their grocery practice, to
contribute their own efforts to sustainable social change.
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

This chapter provides an examination of the issues associated with our disposal of singleuse plastic, the opportunities for behaviour change, and an overview of the plastic-free
movement. I begin by providing an account of the recycling industry and addressing
why more recycling will not result in less plastic waste. Next, I introduce the plastic-free
phenomenon and provide an overview of the challenges and benefits of the practice, with
a review of the current literature. Following that, I explore the key theoretical
perspectives commonly used to understand pro-environmental behaviour, and indicate
why I have chosen to utilize practice theory to understand the challenges of habitual,
consumer related behaviour. Finally, I review the existing gaps in the literature and
conclude with how this study contributes important knowledge to the fields of consumer
studies, sustainability and leisure.

2.1 ‘Recyclable’ Does Not Mean ‘Recycled’
Plastic has become the workhorse material of modern life (Ellen MacArthur Foundation,
2018). Consumers love disposable plastics and, as a result, the use of plastic is projected
to increase by 40% over the next decade (Selby, 2017). However, plastic packaging is
designed and produced for its intended use, which makes its impressive strength and
durability also its greatest downfall. Plastic does not break down and disappear, and
every piece of plastic that has ever been produced, is still with us (Geyer et al., 2017).
Increasingly, concerned citizens are realizing that there is no ‘away’, when we throw
plastic away.
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To understand the scope of the problem, a large research study was undertaken to
identify and synthesize global end-of-life management of plastics (Geyer et al., 2017).
The goal of the study was to understand what happens to plastic when it is disposed of,
and to better gauge the historical effectiveness of global waste management efforts. As
illustrated in Figure 1, the report demonstrated that, “only 9% of all plastic waste ever
produced, had been recycled” (Geyer et al., 2017).

Figure 1: Global plastic waste by disposal, between 1980-2015 (Geyer et al, 2017).

Figure 1 (Geyer et al., 2017) indicated that of the remaining plastic waste, approximately
12% had been incinerated, while the final 79% had been disposed of in landfills, dumps
or the natural environment (Ellen MacArthur Foundation; UN Environment, 2018).
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Alarmingly, the results confirmed that efforts to create global markets for recycling had
not been as successful as consumers were led to believe (Leonard, 2010).
There are a number of reasons why plastic recycling has not been successful. First,
the process of recycling results in very little plastic being recycled (Geyer et al., 2017;
Miles, 2014). This result is because the resin can only be down-cycled into products that
are inferior in quality or function, and this process often happens only once or twice
before the resin is unusable (Hanson, 2016). Additionally, plastic packaging has almost
no value as a recyclable material (Miles, 2014) and plastic food packaging, which
represents a quarter of the global production of plastic (Plamondon & Sinha, 2017), has
little value as a commodity. As a result, plastic-food packaging is commonly disposed of
and almost never recycled (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2018; Ericksen, 2017; Leonard,
2010). More complex plastics with different composite elements, such as Tetra Pak
cartons that have paperboard, aluminum and plastic coating, are, best-case scenario,
pulled apart to be used in other products, and, worst-case scenario, considered
contaminants in the recycling process because of the challenges associated with
separation (Miles, 2014; Szaky, 2015). Also, the darker the plastic, the less likely it will
be recycled (Breewood, 2019; Chung, 2018). In Toronto, for example, a black plastic
disposable coffee cup lid that is marked with a recycling logo, is not recycled by the
company that holds the city’s contract because of issues with sorting and separation
(Chung, 2018).
Contamination of recyclables has become a significant and costly issue due to
consumers whose behaviour has been referred to as ‘wishful recycling,’ in reference to
their attempts to recycle items that they hope, or think, are recyclable (Baechler, 2018;
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Chung, 2018). There are serious implications when the recycling stream is contaminated
with food and oil residues in disposable plastic containers, or when consumers add items
that do not belong (Lee, 2018). These implications include increased labour costs,
damage to the machinery, lowering the quality of the product, and impacting the resale
price of the recycled materials (Chung, 2018; Hounsell, 2018). Finally, when a load of
material is considered contaminated, it is rejected as unmarketable and sent to the landfill
(Baechler, 2018; Chung, 2018).

2.1.2 More Is Not Always Better
Few would disagree that the recycling industry is in crisis. After China initiated a
maximum allowable limit of contamination for imported materials in 2019, the crisis
worsened. According to Lewis and Hayes (2019) a thriving global trade in recyclable
scrap dried up, almost overnight. The result was catastrophic as cities scrambled to meet
China’s strict regulations for recycling, while addressing domestic infrastructure issues
(Jarvis & Robinson, 2019) and the search for new markets (Hounsell, 2018). For many
municipalities, lower commodity values coupled with the added labour costs due to
contamination rates, resulted in huge financial losses (Jarvis & Robinson, 2019). These
factors have caused several communities to cancel their recycling contracts because they
were financially unsustainable (St-Onge, 2019). As a result, recyclables are piling up in
cities around the world and, faced with an abundance of materials, much of this
recyclable product will be disposed of in landfills (Chung, 2018; Lewis & Hayes, 2019).
Critics of the recycling industry indicate that more recycling will not help solve the
problem, because existing facilities cannot keep up with the current demand (Leonard,
2010; Tierney, 2015). This indication has led many to ask whether it is possible to
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promote recycling as a sustainable activity, when the process has historically proven to
be unsuccessful (Detz, 2018; Leonard, 2010; Szaky, 2015; Tierney, 2015). The World
Economic Forum, Ellen MacArthur Foundation and McKinsey & Company agreed, and
released the New Plastics Economy Report (2016), which confirmed that global recycling
of plastic, “is wasteful and ineffective” (p. 86). As a result, countries that have
historically received plastic waste for recycling, are reviewing their domestic policies,
and Loh (2018) an Associate Professor at the National University of Singapore said:
In the long term, the problem has to be solved at source. North America and
Western Europe must take clear and conscious efforts to reduce waste. Rather
than looking for the next place to dump waste, advanced countries should bear the
responsibility of cutting on waste generation through sustainable practices.
Other scholars have argued that society’s focus on recycling, rather than wasting less, has
resulted in viewing the problem with the same worldview that allowed plastic pollution
to become an environmental crisis (Johnson, 2018; Szaky, 2015). They argued that the
concept of recycling may in fact be too simplistic a solution for the general public (Urban
Impact, 2019) because, “policy and media attention related to recycling has permitted
society to ‘feel good’ about their behaviour, whilst the real objective should be to
decrease the overall production of waste” (Cecere, et al., 2014, p. 164). Recently,
companies around the world have responded to these concerns with investments in new
recycling initiatives designed to maximize the potential for revenue, and effectively close
the production loop, to ensure recyclable material stays within the system and is not lost
to the environment. Examples of these initiatives include TerraCycle and the Closed
Loop Fund, which are both responding to the need for creative and radical solutions to
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eliminate waste, boost the effectiveness of recycling, and support new technologies and
recovery markets (MacKerron, 2015).
The recycling crisis has underscored the need for similar innovative and radical
solutions and until recently there was a lack of scholarly work (Zeiss, 2018) on what
these solutions might look like, and how they might be realized (Beitzen-Heineke et al.,
2017; Leonard, 2010). Only within the last few years has the focus within the literature
shifted from an optimization of recycling behaviours (Oke, 2015; Thomas & Sharp,
2013), to a focus on removing the plastic from the consumer’s everyday practices
(Beitzen-Heineke et al., 2017; Fuentes et al., 2019; Rapp et al., 2017; Reese & Junge,
2017; Zeiss, 2018), where I turn next.

2.2 A Plastic-Free Shopping Practice
Concerns about the recycling industry and plastic pollution have resulted in new
consumer led social movements (Lindh et al, 2015). Seeking to address these concerns,
plastic-free behaviours in general, and the potential for plastic-free shopping in
particular, is attracting the interest of consumers as a new form of sustainable
consumption (Fuentes et al., 2019; Rapp et al., 2017). However, this is a complicated
behavioural change, as the practice requires consumers to deliberately eschew a product
that was created to improve many aspects of consumer life, including increased
convenience, and health and safety. Plastic-free shoppers have to ‘normalize’ the
practice through the development of new meanings and the use of new materials; they
have to travel to different stores and understand new conventions, and finally, consumers
have to develop a new relationship with regards to convenience and sustainability. The
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literature suggests that the promotion and execution of plastic-free shopping requires a,
“profound understanding” (Fuentes et al., 2019, p. 258) of the challenges of reinventing
the shopping practice, as well as the benefits.

2.2.1 Challenges
As studies have shown, sustainable consumption does not automatically follow from
environmental awareness, motives or intention (Cecere et al., 2014; Hargreaves, 2011;
Stern, 1999). A plastic-free practice is not simply a matter of choice or preference, but
rather a new practice that conflicts with traditional practices steeped in institutional
policy, regulations and powerful social norms (Fuentes et al., 2019).
Single-use plastic pollution in general, and plastic-free shopping behaviours in
particular, are relatively new areas of research (Zeiss, 2018). The field of consumer
studies revealed rich sources of information regarding the complexities of consumption,
“specifically in relation to transforming practices that have problematic environmental
impacts” (Sahakian & Wilhite, 2013, p. 25). However, until recently, references to
plastic packaging were few. As an example, Aertsens et al. (2009) studied organic food
consumption, but noted that consumers found it challenging to avoid the plastic,
especially during times of stress and ‘busyness’. Similarly, Hoek et al. (2017) explored
environmentally friendly food behaviours, but noted consumers indicated their
discomfort as they experienced plastic, “throughout the buying and consumption cycle:
in the store, during product use, and then disposal, at which one can see the recycle bin
piling up” (p. 122). A study by Kennedy et al., (2009) explored women’s participation in
environmentally supportive behaviours, in which they referenced a Danish study that
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noted consumers preference to avoid buying plastic-packaging. While plastic-free
behaviours were not the focus of these studies, the authors indicated that for the
participants, package-free grocery shopping seemed, “impossible to achieve in current
day and age” (Hoek et al., 2017, p. 122).
As the topic of single-use plastic has become more evident within society, there has
been a subsequent increase in studies that have focused on the phenomenon of plasticfree shopping and zero-waste stores. Fuentes (2014) and Fuentes et al., (2019)
determined that the practice is not a deconstruction of the conventional shopping
practice, but rather an entirely new mode of shopping that requires the consumer to
develop new skills, abilities and competence. Similarly, Beitzen-Heineke et al., (2017)
and Zeiss (2018) explored the concept of zero-waste stores and the potential of plasticfree shopping. Reese and Junge (2017) explored plastic-free shopping strategies through
collective efficacy and pro-environmental intentions as a function of task difficulty.
Adding to these studies from the discipline of information technology, Rapp et al., (2017)
designed an interactive reward system using gamification, for consumers who shop at
zero-waste stores. Zeiss (2018) responded to the lack of studies exploring the practical
aspects of plastic-free shopping, and indicated that while there have been some initiatives
to reduce single-use plastic, to-date; these initiatives have been small-scale and localized.
While each of these studies explored the phenomenon through a different lens, they were
all in agreement that the practice has significant challenges.
First, plastic packaging performs important work within the food supply
chain. The removal of the packaging requires the consumer to take on the workload, or
agency, in order to be able to purchase the food (Fuentes et al., 2019; Zeiss,
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2018). Plastic packaging is a ‘mobility device’ (Hanson, 2015), performing as a method
to carry groceries and also as a platform for marketing and nutrition information. In the
same manner, packages are a way to keep food fresh, and a way to keep food and
consumers safe (Fuentes et al., 2019). The packaging is usually clear, allowing the
consumer to see the product easily and quickly. In the absence of labelling information,
(Zeiss, 2018) consumers need to learn a new way to use the item (what kind of grain is
this? How long do I cook it?). Additionally, staple items without ‘best before dates’ or
the protection of plastic to extend the life of the food item, creates challenges for
consumers who may experience more food waste as a result (Beitzen-Heineke et al.,
2017).
Second, consumers indicate that plastic-free shopping is less convenient (BeitzenHeineke et al., 2017; Zeiss, 2018). Consumers need to be constantly vigilant and
remember to bring their reusable tools and materials with them when shopping. When
the behaviour is spontaneous and not pre-planned it can illuminate the challenges of
convenience even more: eating on the run can result in the failure to perform the practice
successfully if the shopper is not prepared (Rapp et al., 2017). Also, the need for specific
groceries may require travelling to different stores (Fuentes et al., 2019) that may be
located further than a consumer would normally travel (Zeiss, 2018). The added weight
of containers may also cause consumers to change their normal mode of transportation,
which has implications for public transit (Fuentes et al., 2019; Zeiss, 2018).
Third, the impact on a consumers’ time is routinely emphasized in the literature
(Fuentes et al., 2019; Zeiss, 2018). Cooking food from basic ingredients requires
relearning skills, which demands more time, and can have a challenging and even
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detrimental effect on the plastic-free practice. A recent study indicated that cooking
homemade food was a strategy employed to avoid plastic packaging, but participants
with full time jobs and/or young children acknowledged that it was an unrealistic option
(Hoek et al., 2017).
Obviously, everything’s highly processed and packaged. Again, this is just like
an impossible task. I mean, how can you not eat highly processed and packaged
foods unless you have your own veggie patch… dedicate your entire life to
sourcing expensive, hard-to-find ingredients, like it’s just not practical, it’s just
not achievable (Hoeck et al., 2017, p. 124).
These concerns are echoed in the sustainability literature that has identified the barriers
and motivators of pro-environmental behaviours as they pertain to a reduction of
resources. Many studies have confirmed that purchasing less ‘stuff’ has greater
environmental benefits than recycling or reusing available products (Gardner & Stern,
2002; Hargreaves, 2011; Steg & Vlek, 2009; Vlek & Steg, 2007). However, there is a
limited (albeit growing) amount of information in the literature that explores how to
effectively purchase less ‘stuff’, when that ‘stuff’ is plastic packaging that contains staple
food items. Scholars have expressed concern about how little is understood regarding
environmental consequences and consumer strategies. For instance, in their study about
leisure time and sustainability strategies, Juvan and Dolnicar (2014) discovered a
disconnection between the two.
Fourth, there is mounting criticism that only those with disposable incomes and
economic privilege can participate in a plastic-free practice (JewJew, 2018; Wicker,
2019). This has led to the perception that the practice is only possible, if a consumer has
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the time and money to absorb the additional challenges (JewJew, 2018; Zeiss, 2018).
One Internet blogger who indicated her concern with the movement, said:
I am privileged because I live in an area where bulk stores and resources are
available to me and I am supported by others. This lifestyle is a choice for me.
Many people don’t have bulk stores, resources, support, or even a choice
(JewJew, 2018, n.p.).
Zeiss (2018) added to this discourse, and indicated that the practice holds a niche within
a market of boutique stores and upper income neighbourhoods, and that plastic-free items
are often priced more than similar packaged foods and products found at large chain
stores (Convery, 2018). Another criticism is that many people don’t have the means
physically or materially to live this way. This was expressed by JewJew (2018) who
said: “As an able bodied person, I can take advantage of going from store to store,
carrying containers around, opening jars, etc.” (n.p.). Through this lens, individuals in
lower income situations or with physical or mobility restrictions may be more challenged
to participate in plastic-free shopping (Convery, 2018; Wicker, 2019). These criticisms
are evident within popular media, but not yet explored within the literature (Zeiss, 2018).
The need thus exists for studies to explore the challenges and opportunities of the
practice for marginalized individuals, or for those who do not have personal choice for
reasons of geography, transportation, mobility or financial limitations. This presents a
rich area of research for future scholars, to explore how the practice can be made more
convenient for individuals who may experience challenges to participate.
Finally, as the plastic-free movement has grown, criticism about gender issues and
environmental responsibility has emerged (Wicker, 2019). Critics (and practitioners)
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point out that plastic-free grocery shopping has added another level of responsibility to
the domestic ‘to do’ list, which is largely shouldered by women (Carpenter,
2018). According to Wicker (2019), the movement seems to be pulling women back into
traditional gender roles with its requirements for additional planning, organizing,
shopping and cooking. This impact has raised concern the movement is becoming
feminized, and one critic asked, “Why is it that the everyday work of reducing our plastic
use and keeping our oceans and rivers plastic-free seems to fall into women’s domain?”
(Wicker, 2019, n.p.). The reason, according to research, is that in heterosexual couples,
on average, men do 50% less domestic work than women do (Fletcher, 2017) so the
effort to move a household towards plastic-free is often added to women’s
responsibilities. In agreement, Organo et al. (2013) noted in their research that while
men often started a project, the responsibility of everyday implementation and habit
changing usually fell to women. Some theorize that the practice has become feminized
because women have historically been more connected to the home, and on an emotional
level, the plastic crisis is impacting our global home (Bird, 2019).

2.2.2 Benefits
Despite the criticisms and challenges, plastic-free shopping is attracting attention as a
sustainable consumption alternative to conventional grocery norms, and the literature
reflects a number of benefits. First, the social benefits of plastic-free shopping are
routinely indicated in the literature (Beitzen-Heineke et al., 2017; Fuentes et al, 2019;
Rapp et al., 2017; Zeiss, 2018). Plastic-free consumers tend to shop more frequently,
which increases opportunities for personalized, small-scale shopping experiences,
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including nutrition counselling, cooking advice and information about local food
suppliers (Beitzen-Heineke et al., 2017; Fuentes, 2019; Zeiss, 2018). The shopping
practice is an ‘old world’ style of grocery shopping reminiscent of decades ago, whereby
the practitioner is forced to purchase smaller portions of food more often, due to shorter
‘shelf life’ and containers that can be heavy and cumbersome (Zeiss, 2018). These
factors bring consumers into regular contact with the staff, increasing opportunities for
conversation. Consumers reported feeling ‘positive’ when they were successful in
avoiding plastic packaging, and experienced, “satisfaction” and “pleasant surprises”
despite the difficulties (Zeiss, 2018, p. 22). Indirect social benefits are also evident in the
literature (Beitzen-Heineke et al., 2017). Consumers reported they enjoyed a simplified,
less cluttered lifestyle with reduced need for sorting and organizing the recycling, and
less responsibility for garbage and waste (Fuentes et al., 2019). Similarly, consumers
reported a financial benefit because portion sizes were not pre-packaged, and consumers
could purchase only what they needed (Beitzen-Heineke et al., 2017; Zeiss, 2018).
Second, the environmental benefits are numerous. Beitzen-Heineke et al. (2017),
noted that plastic-free / zero-waste stores require less manufacturing and shipping
infrastructure. The elimination of packaging also reduces water consumption because
many of the conventional manufacturing processes are absent in a shorter, plastic-free
supply chain (Beitzen-Heineke et al., 2017). The reduction of food waste is also an
important environmental benefit, because globally, we waste approximately one third of
all food produced for human consumption (Food and Agriculture Organization of the
United Nations, 2010). This has significant implication because approximately 40% of
landfill material is organic material. When it breaks down in an anaerobic environment,
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methane gas is produced, which is a potent greenhouse gas that contributes to climate
change (Recycling Council of British Columbia, 2019). There are also indirect
environmental benefits that are perceived by consumers to outweigh the challenges of the
practice. Beitzen-Heineke et al. (2017) referenced a 2015 German research study that
looked at consumers’ willingness to be inconvenienced in the absence of plastic, and also
pay potentially higher food costs. The study results determined that 80% of the
population was willing to buy non-packaged food as a way to help protect the
environment, and a third of those surveyed were willing to pay a higher price (p. 1539).
Third, plastic-free shopping is an example of a powerful social change process
through attention to an ordinary, everyday practice (Shove, 2003). Thus, by adopting
pro-environmental behaviours in the grocery store, individuals and communities are able
to demonstrate their environmental values through a bottom-up approach, positively
influencing the food supply chain. As a result, plastic-free shopping can be a driver of
change for social norms and larger societal practices (Zeiss, 2018).
Finally, as a social change practice, how plastic-free behaviours intersect with the
experience of leisure is an interesting question that requires further understanding. The
literature review revealed that plastic-free shopping demands a significant investment of
time, but there appears to be a knowledge gap regarding plastic free behaviours and
leisure. To this, a recent study acknowledged, “the contribution of leisure scholars to the
sustainability discourse has been comparatively scant” (Vaugeois et al., 2017, p. 297).
Some connections have been explored, including Hanna and Adams (2017) and Iaquinto
(2015), but Miller (2018) argued that little scholarly work has linked individual
sustainability with leisure. What appears to be missing is an understanding of the specific
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link between a plastic-free practice, and its impact on the experience of leisure. This has
not yet been explored and provides a compelling opportunity for this study, and for
future research.
However, the strategies for how to make these pragmatic changes, how to adopt
new behaviours and cement new habits, remains unclear. How does a consumer
accomplish the goal of plastic-free shopping within an environment that is not designed
to support it? These questions required an understanding of the complexities of proenvironmental behaviour change to understand how to best frame the development of
new plastic-free behaviours. The following review provides contexts for why this study
chose to utilize social practice theory as the framework for understanding the
transformation of complex pro-environmental consumer behaviours.

2.3 Framing My Grocery Practice
This research draws upon the strengths of social practice theory to understand the links
within and between whole bundles of practice that exist together in particular domains of
everyday life (Hargreaves, 2011, Warde, 2005). Thus, understanding that consumption
behaviours are not random, but in fact prescribed and constrained by social and
environmental factors, practice theory was useful as a guiding theoretical framework to
view my shopping behaviours.
Other theoretical frameworks have been used to explore how individuals behave
toward the environment, their daily decisions, what they consume, and what they are
willing to give up. However, for the purposes of this study, they do not adequately
acknowledge the complexities of consumer behaviour. As an example, Azjen's (1991)
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Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) makes an assumption that an individual’s behaviour,
“is the outcome of a linear and ultimately rational process” (Harrison & Davies, 1998, p.
2), and if the cognitive factors can be identified, pro-environmental behaviour changes
can be implemented across all aspects of the individual’s life (Hargreaves, 2011). An
alternative view is the Value Belief Norm (VBN) theory (Stern et al., 1999) which asserts
that an individual's’ values influence their beliefs about the environment (Dunlap et al.,
2000) and assumes that individuals adopt a pro-environmental attitude based on a moral
obligation to protect themselves, other people, or the environment. Adding to this, Stern
(2000) suggested that internal and external motivations result in different proenvironmental behaviours (Ariely et al., 2009). In contrast, the Attitude-BehaviourContext (ABC) theory (Guagnano et al., 1995) arose from the premise that while
important, motivations alone do not result in the desired pro-environmental behaviour
(Cecere et al., 2014) and that extrinsic factors, including the structure and social context
in which an individual lives (Stern et al., 1999) are often more important than
behavioural intent. By focussing on the, “structure-agency problematic” (Halkier et al.,
2011, p. 3) of everyday consumption, the theory asserts that depending on an
individual's’ motivations and values, contextual factors will influence people in different
ways, including directly affecting an existing behaviour or making a desired behaviour
more difficult (Geller, 1995). Through this lens, it is not possible to buy package-free
food if a grocery store does not provide the product.
In line with this thinking, studies suggest that the TPB framework, the VBN theory
and the ABC theory are limited in their ability to address complex consumer behaviours
rooted in the, “mundane and routine aspects of consumption” (Halkier et al., 2011, p. 4).
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As an example, because the TPB framework is based on deliberate decisions, it has
limited ability to predict consumer related pro-environmental behaviours because of the
noted behaviour-gap between intention and actual behaviour (Auger & Devinney, 2007;
Miller et al., 2010; Royne et al., 2011; Shen, 2012). Adding to this, Koster (2009)
asserted that consumer food research requires a more holistic theory approach than the
TPB, one that acknowledges the role of affective variables, including values, experiences
and emotions (Arvola et al., 2008; Garnett et al., 2015). Others, including Perera, Auger
and Klein (2016) noted that these often used theories have overestimated the importance
of intention on consumers’ practice and may have, “skewed [academia’s] efforts towards
understanding potential drivers of green consumption practices” (p. 844).
Accordingly, environmental awareness is important in attempting to make changes,
but as social actors, our lives are largely structured by routines and practices (Zeiss,
2018). It is not possible to ‘simply’ change the socio-environmental structure of our
lives. In fact, “these ordinary ways of life” (Shove, 2003, p. 395) are part of wider social
structures designed to maintain the status quo. For these reasons, this study explores the
complexity of plastic-free shopping through the lens of social practice theory (Ropke,
2009), which acknowledges the significant variables of the ordinary and mundane
transactions of everyday life (Warde, 2005).

2.3.1 Practice Theory
Grocery shopping is one activity made possible by intersecting and supporting practices
that can be interpreted as a way of doing things: personal competence, meanings and
physical materials that convey the symbolic meaning of the practice (Reckwitz,
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2002). According to Warde (2005) consumers actively negotiate and perform practices
that result in a sense of self and an understanding of the world around them. In this way,
behaviours are viewed not as a result of an individual’s attitudes, beliefs and values, but
as, “embedded in various social practices that people view as ‘normal’ ways of life”
(Shove, 2004, p. 117). These social practices, or elements of a practice, are composed of
the body (or the way the body participates in the practice), the objects and materials that
are used to perform the practice, and the social context in which the practice occurs
(Shove et al., 2012).
For these reasons, practice theory is well suited to explore the experience of
learning plastic-free behaviours. The theory acknowledges that humans are social
beings, that we learn from each other, and that our behaviour is largely consistent with
the practices we have been taught (Sahakian & Wilhite, 2013). Central to the mundane
behaviours of everyday life, Giddens (1984) indicated that:
The basic domain of study of the social sciences...is neither the experience of the
individual actor, nor the existence of any form of societal totality, but social
practices ordered across space and time (p. 2).
The theory is based on a blend of theoretical elements taken from the works of Bourdieu
(1990), Giddens (1984), Foucault (1978), Garfinkel (1967), Butler (1990), Schatzki
(1996), Latour (1993), and Reckwitz (2002) who shifted the focus of analysis from the
individual, to the understanding of everyday, routinized, habitual practices (Halkier,
2009). As such, the theory is interchangeably referred to as practice theory, or social
practice theory, in recognition that humans do not live in isolation, and that their
behaviours are a combination of social structures and individual agency (Halkier, 2009;
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Hargreaves, 2011; Keller & Ruus, 2014). Figure 2 illustrates how the different elements
of a practice work together, and how the social practice itself informs the individual.

Figure 2: Framing Social Practice Theory (Bingen, 2012).

Figure 2 draws from Giddens’ (1984) approach to structures, and how the different
dimensions of social knowledge are linked and influence each other. As a result, there is
no singular definition of ‘practice theory’, but rather, according to Schatzki (2001a),
“practice accounts are joined in the belief that such phenomena as knowledge, meaning,
human activity, science, power, language, social institutions and historical transformation
occur within and are aspects of the field of practices” (p. 2). Viewed in this manner, one
can see how the practice of shopping is not one practice, but connected, informed, and
intersected by other practices.
Practice theory was proposed as a counter argument to theoretical frameworks that
focused on the individual as a free agent (Halkier, 2009), including the theories of
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methodological individualism, and interactionism. These two theories emphasize
personal agency and the ability of individuals to construct their worlds while other
theoretical frameworks, such as structuralism, are modeled on the idea that society and
hierarchy create social behaviour (Strauss, 1969). Practice theory falls between these
theoretical frameworks and acknowledges the importance of considering both individual
agency and social structures, and how they work together to create social practices
(Hargreaves, 2011; Shove, 2004; Warde, 2005). This concept is illustrated in Figure 3,
and demonstrates how the pillars, or the meanings, materials and competencies, are
interconnected.

Figure 3: Three elements model of social practice theory (Shove et al., 2012, p.14).
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Figure 3 illustrates both the distributed agency of each of the pillars and the
interconnectedness of the elements. Represented, as individual pillars within a practice,
are the meanings we attach to items: the personal skills and competencies, and the
materials and technology that are, “dynamically integrated by skilled practitioners”
(Hargreaves, 2011, p. 83).
Many studies have used practice theory to understand the opportunities for
behaviour change. These include, sustainable workplace behaviour change (Hargreaves,
2011); residential energy consumption (Gram-Hanssen, 2011); environmental aspects of
consumption (Ropke, 2009); greening consumption behaviours (Bartiaux, 2007); waste
production practices (Bulkeley & Gregson, 2009), and marketing and consumer
behaviour (Araujo et al., 2008). Recently, researchers have used practice theory to
explore the social practice of driving in The Netherlands (Juttner, 2017); cycling as a
social practice (Spotswood et al., 2015); consumers’ shopping practices (Fuentes, 2014),
and grocery shopping for preschoolers and parents (Keller & Ruus, 2014).
This study finds the holistic approach of practice theory useful to view plastic-free
behaviour changes. Other scholars agree, and within the last five years, several studies
have explored plastic-free behaviours through the lens of practice theory (Fuentes et al.,
2019; Rapp et al., 2017; Zeiss, 2018). These studies focused on habits at the individual
level as part of social structures with implications for sustainability (Shove, 2003).
Similarly, understanding how to support, “routine busting” (Wilhite, 2010, n.p.) and the
development of new habits is of critical importance to this research. In the following
section I explore how routines and habits are, “formed, reinforced and sustained” (Steg &
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Vlek, 2009, p. 313), followed by a review of the two primary intervention methods used
to disrupt habit, and promote pro-environmental behaviour change.

2.3.2 Habits
Our consumption habits are largely unconscious and the ‘stubbornness’ of habits is
thought to be a powerful inhibitor of more sustainable behaviour (Sahakian & Wilhite,
2003, p. 28). Often described as, “doing without thinking” (Barr et al., 2005, p. 1426),
changing a habit is not a simple matter. Habits are developed through three distinct
steps: the achievement of a goal, a positive outcome of repeated behaviour, and the
connection between mental processes and habitual actions (Aarts et al., 1998). Through
this process habits become, “a form of standard operating procedure” (Stern, 2000, p.
417) causing the consumer to neglect information that is not associated with their routine
behaviour (Danner et al., 2010; Neal et al., 2011; Steg & Vlek, 2009).
Practice theorists argue that to affect habit change an individual must understand
the elements, or pillars of the practice. Once the elements are understood, a change of
context or dimension of any of the three pillars can influence a habit, and changing more
than one pillar typically achieves the goal of dissolving the habit (Hargreaves, 2011;
Sahakian & Wilhite, 2013). Therefore, to unravel existing grocery shopping behaviours
and habits, an intervention is required in one or more of the elements of the grocery
practice (Michalek, et al., 2019).
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2.3.3 Interventions
Intervention strategies are used to make room for the development of desired behaviours
through a change in the context, or elements, in which the behaviour operates (Michalek,
et al., 2019; Ohtomo & Ohnuma, 2014; Steg & Vlek, 2009). Generally, there are two
categories for pro-environmental interventions that are designed to change the context in
which behaviour operates.
Informational strategies are the first intervention category, and have been used by
policy makers to encourage green consumerist behaviours (Kennedy & Hauslik,
2018). These strategies are defined as, “being aimed at changing perceptions,
motivations, knowledge, and norms, without actually changing the external context in
which choices are made” (Steg & Vlek, 2009, p. 313). Recently, this type of intervention
has been successfully used by social media to address behaviours associated with marine
plastic debris (Bartolotta & Hardy, 2018; Eagle et al., 2016; Sheavly & Register, 2007),
as indicated by the global response to the ‘Stop Sucking’, single-use plastic straw
campaign (Houck, 2018).
Structural strategies are the second intervention category and are particularly
effective for their focus on eliminating undesired behaviour by changing or eliminating
the context in which the behaviour operates (Steg & Vlek, 2009). One example of a
successful structural intervention is a Jump-start, or 30-day challenge, which is designed
to change both the context and behaviour of an ingrained habit for a specified period of
time (Luskin, 2017; Scott, 2018). These challenges are becoming more common to
address plastic-free behaviours (Kellogg, 2016) by creating a specified timeframe in
which the consumer repeatedly practices a new context behaviour link in order to achieve
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a desired goal (Verplanken & Wood, 2006; Gardner, 2015; Lally & Gardner, 2013).
Interestingly, the media is a rich source of information for plastic-free 30-day challenges,
but no scholarly work was found that explored the link between habit change, 30-day
challenges and sustainable consumer behaviour.
This is puzzling considering the volume of research across multiple disciplines that
have explored sustainable consumer behaviours (Halkier, 2009; Miller, 2018; Perera et
al., 2016) and the challenges of habits, (Aarts et al., 1998; Barr et al., 2005; Dahlstrand &
Biel, 1997; Danner et al., 2010). The plastic-free phenomenon has been explored within
the disciplines of retailing and consumer services (Fuentes et al., 2019), sustainability
(Reese & Junge, 2017; Zeiss, 2018), environmental sciences (Beitzen-Heineke et al.,
2017) and information technology (Rapp et al., 2017). Absent from the literature
however, are studies that explored plastic-free behaviours from the perspectives of
sustainability and leisure. Miller (2018) acknowledged this gap in a study that explored
environmental behaviour as a serious leisure hobby. He argued that the active pursuit of
a more sustainable lifestyle qualifies as a serious leisure pursuit, and yet, very little
scholarly work has explored the link between sustainability and leisure. In agreement,
Vaugois et al. (2017) acknowledged that there, “appear to be few attempts in the leisure
literature to explore links to sustainability from a more holistic and systems level” (p.
301). Hence, this research seeks to insert itself into the gaps identified, to contribute to
the wider bodies of knowledge to which this study connects.
Therefore, the purpose of this study is to understand the behaviours and
experiences of plastic-free shopping during a 30-day plastic-free challenge, and how the
ripple effects of these new behaviours would be experienced in other areas of
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life. Buoyed by social media and wanting to change my shopping habits, the decision to
explore the consumer trend became the basis for this study. I wondered; could my
insight about plastic-free behaviours be of theoretical interest to the academic
community? If so, what new behaviours would need to be learned, and how would they
be experienced in everyday life? These objectives became the basis for this research,
which seeks to add new knowledge to the growing body of plastic-free shopping
literature.

2.4 Summary
This chapter explored the important issues pertaining to single-use plastic, industrial
recycling efforts, and the emerging plastic-free shopping trend. First, I provided an
account of the recycling industry, and why more recycling will not result in less plastic
waste. Then, I introduced the currently understood challenges and benefits of plastic-free
shopping and concluded with a review of the studies related to this emerging trend. I
briefly reviewed the key theoretical perspectives commonly used to understand proenvironmental behaviour, and then in detail discussed the theoretical advantages of
practice theory to explore the experience of plastic-free consumer behaviours. Finally, I
provided a review of the studies that have utilized practice theory, and concluded with
how this study contributes to plastic-free consumer behaviour research.
In the following chapter, I introduce autoethnography, the methodology used in this
study. I then describe the research design with a review of the research questions and
theoretical framework. I conclude the chapter with a review of the data collection
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methods, an overview of the ethics and reliability concerns, and finally, the analytic
approach and process used to understand the data.
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH DESIGN

3.1 Autoethnography
I was drawn to autoethnography for its many strengths; it permitted me to explore the
process of learning new behaviours and the transformation of my practice, and to make
the lived experience relatable so that the phenomenon was meaningful to the reader
(Ellis, 2000; Ellis & Bochner, 2000). These feelings are summarized by Ellis (2004)
who said, “autoethnography provides an avenue for doing something meaningful for
yourself and the world…” (p. xviii). This quote spoke to me; allowing for a personal
perspective of the plastic-free shopping phenomenon, told through a story by,
“connecting the autobiographical and personal to the cultural, social and political” (Ellis,
2004, p. xix). In this way, through a blend of science and art I was able to analyze the
consumer phenomenon by drawing out the insights explored in the story (Axelsen, 2009;
Austin, 2005). Thus, authoethnography permitted an intentional and personal approach
to the subject, and interpretation of the self within the social context (Bogdan & Knopp
Biklen, 2007; Ellis & Bochner, 2000).
This unique perspective distinguishes autoethnography from ethnography, which
focuses on the study of culture and cultural meanings (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2014).
Ethnography is a perspective and framework for thinking about the world, in which ethno
means people or culture, and graphy means writing and describing. However, the
researcher is always an observer. In contrast, autoethnography permits, “a way of being
in the world as an involved participant” (Ellis, 2004, p. 26) and as the research subject.
When traditional scholars of ethnography began to voice their concerns in the 1950’s,
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about the lack of qualitative language available to describe, not just the cultural
experience, but also the individual experience (Ellis, 2004), interest in autoethnography
began to grow.
Scholars experimented with autoethnography over the next three decades, but there
continued to be frustration with the limitations of traditional research methods, and their
ability to address lived experiences and social problems (Parry & Johnson, 2007). These
concerns stemmed from the understanding that the human experience is both nuanced
and complex (Schwandt, 2001) and requires research methods to reflect these rich
complexities, rather than simplifying the information to reach generalizable conclusions.
Hemmingway (1995) argued that meaning does not originate from generalized theory or
through literature, and nor is it derived from the researcher, but rather, meaning is found
in the personal lives and social spaces of the phenomenon being researched. He noted
that what was needed was a way to research and contextualize the lived experience, to
represent the complexity and meaning of life, so as to achieve a deeper understanding of
the phenomenon (Parry & Johnson, 2007). These observations however, were in conflict
with the more traditional assumptions of qualitative research, which positioned the
researcher as, “objective, detached and dispassionate about the work” (Parry & Johnson,
2007, p. 120). In disagreement, several scholars argued that presenting qualitative
research without the capacity to be emotionally engaged in the process, and include the
realities of being human, “would be abnormal” (Gilbert & Schmidt, (1994, p. 6) and a
disservice to the research itself (Dupuis, 1999).
As a result, the debates continued regarding what was deemed worthy of qualitative
research and the merits of subjectivity and self-observation (Hughes & Pennington,
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2017). Eventually, the methodology became established into the academic mainstream
when Raymond Firth (1956), coined the term autoethnography, and David Hayano
(1979), recognized its potential to create personal connections within a research
paradigm (Frank, 2000). Increasingly, social scientists began to support the, “myriad
ways that personal experience can influence the research process” (Hughes &
Pennington, 2017, p. 9). Most notably, the popularity of Carolyn Ellis’ work in the last
three decades has continued to extend the methodology to include a broad range of
techniques, including first-person accounts, ethnographic poetics, emotionalism, and
evocative narratives (Rossman & Rallis, 2012; Wall, 2008). As the methodology
continued to develop, it created a new perspective to address important theoretical
debates, including personal experience, transformation, and social change (Laslett, 1999).
Written in the first-person voice, the methodology provides richly detailed descriptions
of significant cultural norms, events and people, and is particularly suitable for
exploratory questions of sustainability and transformative change (Custer, 2014; Kemmis
et al., 2014). With significance for social change research, researchers are able to ‘bring
voice’ to personal experiences while using creative methods that are considered off-limits
to more traditional research methods (Hughes & Pennington, 2017).
Some of these efforts to ‘bring voice’ to personal experiences began to take shape
in the form of creative analytic practice (Richardson, 2000) in which the researcher is
permitted to express their understanding of social phenomenon through evocative and
creative techniques (Hemingway, 1995). These techniques include artistic and literary
genres that sought to, “portray the contradiction and truth of the human experience”
(Lincoln & Guba, 2005, p. 211) within such diverse research methods as plays, poetry,
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creative performance, visual techniques and autobiography (Parry & Johnson, 2007).
The use of creative analytic practice as a research approach, led to a greater acceptance
within the social sciences of the multiple approaches possible towards knowing and
representing research. Consequently, the social sciences benefited from the acceptance
that there was no singular method, theory or tradition that could claim its position as the
one correct way to explore the human and lived experience (Parry & Johnson, 2007;
Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005).
Autoethnography in particular, has a multitude of creative ways in which to
explore a phenomenon. For example, if autoethnography is regarded as a continuum, on
one side lies the more artistic research, with narration and description that is referred to
as evocative, confessional-evocative or imaginative creative (Ellis & Bochner 2016;
Wall, 2008). On the other side of the continuum, lies research that focuses on the
scientific inquiry of analysis and interpretation, which is referred to as analytical, or
analytical-interpretive (Anderson, 2006; Chang, 2008). However, all autoethnography is
a mix of scientific inquiry, ethnography, art, creative methods and self-narration, with the
researcher choosing the degree to which a study will reflect this mix (Ngunjiri et al.,
2010).
Although autoethnography has been used by a growing number of scholars, it
continues to be challenged because of concerns about the merit of self-observation and
subjectivity (Anderson, 2006). The creative latitude used by researchers resulted in an
academic backlash against, “emotional writing, a lack of honesty with oneself about
motivators behind the research, and a failure to connect personal experience with theory”
(Wall, 2008, p. 40). Some criticize autoethnography as nothing more than ‘confessional
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tales’ and memoirs from researchers who are using their own lives as research subjects,
in an attempt to ‘publish or perish’ within the expectations of academia (Chang, 2008;
Sotirin, 2010; Wall, 2008). Others, including Denzin and Lincoln (2000) have noted that
autoethnography is seen as lacking the academic rigour of quantitative research methods
because it does, “not adhere to traditional notions of objectivity, reason, and truth” (Wall,
2008, p. 47). Indeed, much of the criticism is based on a deep suspicion that personal
narratives may be enlightening, and even entertaining, but not methodologically
appropriate given the emphasis on the ‘researcher as subject’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000).
Despite the criticisms, autoethnography continues to evolve and develop as researchers
utilize its creative strengths to study a diverse range of subject areas. For example, Wall
(2008) wrote about her experience with international adoption; Pathak (2010) used
autoethnography to explore social justice and ethnic identity, and Woodward (2015)
explored music therapy in humanitarian aid.
Supporters of autoethnography, including Duncan (2004), cautioned that
researchers must ensure ethics, validity, and trustworthiness to be taken seriously. These
concerns are linked to how research is created to represent the lived experience, and is
known as the ‘crisis of representation’ within the social sciences (Parry & Johnson,
2007). This crisis of representation is centered on the assumption that scholars cannot
adequately understand or describe the complexity of social life because, “no interpretive
account can ever directly or completely capture lived experiences” (Schwandt, 2001, p.
41). This is due to the traditional idea that ‘good research’ is accomplished by separating
the researcher from the researched, thereby effectively alienating the human side of the
researcher in an effort to achieve objectivity (Dupuis, 1999; Richardson, 2000).
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Additionally, positioning the researcher outside of the research permits the privilege of
the final construction of knowledge, resulting in potential inaccuracies and
misrepresentations (Huchinson & Samdahl, 2000). These concerns were advanced by
Finley (2005), who asked:
How should research be reported? Are the traditional approaches to
dissemination adequate for an expanding audience that includes a local
community? What forms should research take? How can researchers make their
work available and useful to participants rather than produce reports in the
tradition of academics writing for other academics or policy makers? (p. 682683).
From these questions and concerns, autoethnography continued to move away from
traditional qualitative research methods, to explore more experimental and ‘alternative’
texts. Richardson (2000) asserted that this type of research benefits researchers by
including their experiences and interpretations, and similarly, positions the research
subject as co-author in the creation of knowledge. Hence, a fundamental goal of both
creative analytic practice, and autoethnography, is to make the research useful for more
than just academic purposes. Denzin (2000) summarized this position by adding: “the
new generation of scholars is committed not just to describing the world but also to
changing it” (p. 261). Thus, creative analytic practice and autoethnography force the
researcher to create texts that present findings for a larger community, and support social,
political, personal and strategic purposes (Denzin, 2000; Richardson, 2000).
As the popularity of autoethnography and creative analytic practice increased, they
challenged the traditional criteria for evaluating qualitative research, and caused concerns
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around issues of validity, objectivity and reliability (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Parry &
Johnson, 2007). These concerns are referred to as the crisis of legitimation. Schwandt
(2001) argued that the primary concern is the authority of the research, and the
researcher’s claim that the research findings represent a true and accurate representation
of lived experience (Parry & Johnson, 2007). Acknowledging these concerns,
researchers began to include other voices into the research in an effort to ensure the
authority for knowledge was shared between the research subject(s), community, and
experts, using interviews and multivocal texts. In this way, the use of many voices to
represent the experience, adds context and complexity to make the research process
evident, and permits triangulation of the data (Parry & Johnson, 2007).
Autoethnography has since evolved into a robust and creative methodology that
some have defended as more culturally current and, “friendly to researchers and readers”
(Chang, 2008, p. 11). Because the researcher’s openness and vulnerability explores
human situations that resonate in a personal and relatable way, the methodology and
personal writing style have been referred to as a collaborative journey (Patten, 2004) in
which the social context studied invites the reader to reflect upon their own experience.
Following on this tradition, this study is an examination of the personal, to make
sense of the social, and weaves both art and science in a ‘back-and-forth’ iterative story
that shares my experience of learning and personal growth (Ellis, 2004; Ellis & Bochner,
2000). I employed the narrative approach to tell my story (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000),
which positioned me as the object of the research, and the reader as co-participant in the
dialogue, with the understanding that the ‘doing’ of research and ‘being’ a researcher
permitted me to explore the, “practices of social science with the living of life” (Ellis,
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2004, p. 669). My experience then, became the focus of the research (Reed-Danahay,
1997) offering my own contribution by exploring the intersection of the personal and
societal implications of plastic-free shopping (Laslett, 1999).

3.2 Data Collection Tools
3.2.1 Fieldwork
This study utilized a number of qualitative methods, including fieldwork in the form of a
30-day challenge. As fieldwork, the plastic-free challenge permitted me to think and feel
in a focused way, in order to contemplate the lived experience (Ellis, 2008). This method
was chosen for two reasons. First, because it creates an environment in which a specific
context-behaviour link is repeatedly practiced within a defined period of time, in order to
create a satisfying outcome for the desired goal (Gardner, 2015; Lally & Gardner, 2013;
Luskin, 2017; Scott, 2018; Verplanken & Wood, 2006). Second, 30-day challenges are a
popular trend for behaviour change, and many organizations and individuals worldwide
are using them to focus on plastic-free behaviour change. Adding to this, a 30-day
challenge is focused and finite and allows one to, “consider your everyday experiences in
new ways . . . but most of all [helps] you understand why you react and respond in the
ways you do - based on your assumptions” (Chiseri-Strater & Sunstein, 1997, p.2).
Thus, the process of engaging in a 30-day challenge provided opportunities for reflection
and numerous sources of socio-cultural information for this study (Kellogg, 2016; Plastic
Free July, 2019).
January (2019) was chosen as the 30-day challenge month. I considered the
coincidence of choosing to begin the challenge month on the first day of a new year,
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which is synonymous with efforts to develop new habits. However, this was not my
intention and nor do I assign any significance to January 1st with respect to other
attempts I have made, to learn new behaviours or break old habits. The only impact that
December made on my decision to start the challenge in January, was the observation of
‘excess’ that is evident during the holiday season. It is challenging to participate in the
traditional family gatherings and ‘hustle and bustle’ of the social season, without a
refrigerator full of special food. Holidays often result in the accumulation of foods that
one does not normally purchase, and I admit that the visual amount of plastic was
sobering. While not part of the research design, the holiday season may have caused
feelings about the benefits of a plastic ‘cleansing’. However, it was mostly coincidental
that a significant portion of the study’s literature review had been accomplished, and the
beginning of a new month was fast approaching. I had to make a decision, and with no
reason not to begin the 30-day challenge on January 1st, I acknowledged the significance
and embarked on the challenge.
During these 30-days, I observed my own behaviours relevant to the grocery
shopping experience and considered the decisions that occurred. I reflected on how the
pillars of my practice; the meanings, materials and competency changed, and observed
the ways in which old habits were rendered, “untenable” (Stern, 2000, p. 418). Through
this lens, the learning proposition (Lave, 1991) of the 30-day challenge was to create a
working relationship with the new practice: to rethink what I wanted to purchase based
on its packaging, to learn how to shop with new tools and materials, and to practice the
new skills so that my behaviours would become routinized and ‘normal’ (Shove et al.,
2012). Throughout these pragmatic efforts, I also wanted to experience the essence of
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the phenomenon, to let the new meanings reveal themselves to me to see what I would
uncover (Ellis, 2004).

3.2.2 Daily Journal
During the 30-day challenge, primary data was collected via self-observation and
reflection (Chang, 2008) including field notes and photographs from grocery shopping
trips. My thoughts and observations during these trips were recorded in a notepad that I
carried with me. When I forgot to bring the notepad or did not have it with me, I would
use the Notes app on my phone to record my thoughts or take a picture to remind myself
later. On a few occasions, I used a paper mushroom bag to take notes on. These field
notes and images became an important data collection method to assist with writing the
daily journal entries (Garcia et al., 2015).
As my grocery practice shifted to fewer packaged foods, I was forced to go grocery
shopping more often. This was mostly due to purchasing fresh foods instead of packaged
foods, but as my practice became more competent, I was also travelling further to obtain
package-free food sold in specialty stores (Fuentes et al., 2019). No longer able to
purchase a week’s worth of food in a single shopping trip, I was forced to shop more
often, but purchased less food when I did. To record the (almost) daily experience, at the
end of each day I would sit down for at least 30 minutes and transcribe the field notes
into an electronic word document to, “provide a less tampered-with perspective, and
record vivid memories of what [I] just observed” (Chang, 2008, p. 93). This electronic
document became my ‘daily journal’ where I reflected on my behaviours ‘as they were
happening’ to provide detail about the decisions, emotions and actions that I observed
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(Chang, 2008; Donnelly, 2015). The electronic journal had an entry date for each day of
the 30-day challenge, which enabled me to collect images, emails and thoughts that I
would later use to create the autoethnographic narrative. This method of qualitative data
collection is supported by Holt (2001) whose reflective journal provided data for his
study about teaching practices, and Duncan (2004), whose journal provided extensive
data for her study on professional work.

3.2.3 Photographs
During and after the grocery shopping trips, photographs were taken as a, “photographic
inventory method” (Suchar, 2004, p. 155) to visibly demonstrate changes in both
behaviour and the elements of the practice, and to illuminate aspects that were otherwise
difficult to recognise or articulate (Sweetman, 2009). The use of photographs as
qualitative data is a popular strategy for social scientists (Clark-Ibanez, 2004) who
attribute this surge of interest to postmodernism where, “the visual has become more
important as a pivotal aspect of social life” (Emmison & Smith, 2000, p. ix).
Photographs for this study were taken during trips to the grocery store, and once home,
the groceries were displayed and photographed to demonstrate the quantity and type of
plastic-packaging that was purchased. In this way, the photographs were used to indicate
change through a reduction of plastic, and the ‘no-longer there’, as inspired by Byrne and
Doyle (2004) who used photographs to understand consumption and change in habits
over time.
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3.2.4 Plastic Audits
Two plastic audits were conducted as an additional data collection method. Plastic and
waste audits have become a common way for an organization or community to better
understand the type and quantity of waste generated. The generally accepted industry
principles for a waste audit are to collect, sort, and categorize the disposed waste, in
order to obtain a statistical understanding of the waste generated in a particular site. This
process is to be carried out over a specific number of days, in order for the results to be
representative and allow for analysis (BOMA Canada, 2016). Plastic audits have become
a popular way for individuals interested in becoming ‘plastic-free’ to understand where
their habits have the best potential for change (Kellogg, 2018). Similarly, brand audits
have become a powerful way for communities to collect, sort and publicly name the
brands that are contributing to the problem. Once the results have been tallied and
photographed, the information is used to lobby companies to address their manufacturing
waste through social media channels (Break Free From Plastic, 2019).
This study collected and sorted the plastic packaging and demonstrated the results
in the form of two photographs. The first plastic audit was conducted at the conclusion
of the 30-day challenge (January 2019), wherein I photographed the amount and type of
plastic that was consumed during the challenge. The second plastic audit was conducted
at the conclusion of the following month (February 2019), wherein similar to the first
month, I took a photograph of the plastic consumption. These two photographs were
used to visualize how the elements of my practice had changed, and contributed
important insights that helped to inform my autoethnographic narrative.
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3.2.5 Interviews
Finally, interviews with four local food industry experts were conducted to broaden my
understanding of the plastic-free phenomenon. Once I had received approval from the
University’s Research Ethics Board, I initiated contact with the potential participants at
the end of May (2019). I considered my data collection, and the methodology, and
decided that while the research was told from my point of view, my experience was
strongly influenced by the regulations that made certain behaviours possible, and
impossible. These regulations and policies were implemented and enforced by the
interviewees I selected, and as a result, I felt that the invitation for them to, “speak in
their own voice and express their own thoughts and feelings” (Berg, 2007, p. 96), would
build a better understanding of the data. I also felt intuitively self-conscious about my
claim to the truth of the phenomenon, because grocery shopping is a social construct that
I actively participate in, and not the result of behaviours or experiences that are
unwillingly thrust upon me. Although a personal experience, my data collection was part
of a social phenomenon that other people participated in, and to this, interviews, “invite
people in and open spaces for thinking about the social” (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005,
p. 962). Therefore, the interviews added knowledge to the complexity of plastic-free
shopping, and permitted me to describe my experiences in a more nuanced
representation.
Qualitative techniques were used to elicit information from the informants. First, I
employed purposeful sampling techniques to identify key informants who work in the
local food-supply chain. Once they were identified I established rapport with the
informants via email, to introduce my research study, and myself, and to request their
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participation (Creswell, 2014; Ellis, 2004). One week after the initial email, I engaged in
a phone conversation with each of the potential informants to answer their questions and
to confirm their interest in the research study. These conversations and subsequent
emails occurred during the first week of June (2019). The four informants represented
different industries and organizations within my region and were selected for their
knowledge within their area of expertise. The four informants were (1) a conventional
grocery store owner, (2) a zero-waste grocery store owner, (3) a public health official,
and (4) a manager of environmental (waste) services. Both of the grocery experts were
chosen for their knowledge of conventional grocery shopping, and plastic-free grocery
shopping, and spoke on behalf of their businesses. The Public Health official was
selected for information about current provincial health regulations, and what is
permitted and prohibited with respect to reusable containers. The Manager of
environmental (waste) services was selected for specific knowledge about recycling and
zero-waste initiatives in my region.
Approval to participate was requested and granted from the two public officials’
supervisors, prior to seeking consent to participate from the government employees
themselves (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Marshall & Rossman, 2006). This increased the
transparency of the research and further mitigated any potential risk to the participants
(Creswell, 2014). Once each potential informant had agreed to participate, I hand
delivered a sealed envelope to each participants’ place of work. Three documents were
in each envelope: a cover letter detailing the research study, an informed consent
document, and the interview questions. (See Appendix A, B and C). One week after
delivering the envelopes, I emailed each potential participant to answer any questions and
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to inquire as to whether they were comfortable setting a time and date for the interview.
Then, based on his or her preferred date, time and location, I scheduled an interview for
each informant. Each interview was scheduled at their place of work, with one taking
place in a park in front of their business. Three of the interviews were scheduled for July
(2019) and the fourth interview was scheduled for the first week of August (2019).
The informants’ demographics were three women and one man, ranging in age
from 30 to 55 years. Two weeks prior to the scheduled interview, each informant
received the interview questions to ensure that the nature of the conversation would be
transparent. This also provided the informants with the opportunity to reflect on the
questions prior to the interview. Prior to the start of the interview, participants were
asked if they had any outstanding questions or concerns about the interview questions
and, if they did not, they and the primary researcher signed the duplicate consent forms
and each party kept one copy. Permission to record the interview was requested from the
participant, and the conversations were digitally recorded. Interviews were conducted
sitting across from the participant in a face-to-face interview with the primary researcher
(Creswell, 2014). The time commitment for each participant ranged from 23 minutes to
75 minutes. Each participant’s identity was protected with the use of a code to represent
their specific area of expertise, both in the transcripts and in the study (Creswell, 2014).
The questions were created to explore the experience and meaning of plastic-free grocery
shopping from the views of the participants (Creswell, 2007) and to elicit information
about whether they were experiencing the plastic-free consumer phenomenon within
their industries. I used a standard interview protocol (Creswell, 2007) during the
interviews, with the same questions for each participant.
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The interview questions were divided into three sections (Appendix C). The first
section was designed to understand the experience of plastic-free shopping from the
perspective of others, to help uncover the meanings interviewees make of their personal
and industry specific plastic-free experiences. For example, the first question asked,
“How is the consumer’s interest to reduce their consumption of single-use plastics,
impacting your industry/organization?” In the second section, multiple questions asked
about challenges and opportunities. For example, one of the questions asked, “What
challenges, if any, is your industry/organization experiencing, with respect to plastic-free
grocery shopping?” Subsequent probes asked what they perceived to be the most
significant challenge, with a follow-up question asking what would help to alleviate this
challenge. And finally, the third section was designed to elicit information about what
opportunities the participants’ industry/organization might be exploring to support the
consumer trend. For instance, one of the probing questions asked, “What opportunities
would your industry/organization like to explore, to further support the plastic-free
shopping trend?” Each of the three sections contained sub questions and probes, which
were used to ask the participants to provide more detail, or clarify something that was
said (Creswell, 2007). During the interview, the primary researcher took handwritten
notes to provide backup for the audiotape, and to make the process of ‘circling back’ to
interesting and unexpected comments easier, and more natural. In a very real sense, their
industry knowledge and the regulations they enforced were reflected in my daily
shopping practice, which in effect, tied our experiences of the plastic-free phenomenon,
together. Hence, the interviews became a powerful way to gain insight, and the
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interviewees’ comments provided important supplementary data to help validate the
research findings (Ho, 2006).
As community members within a small geographic area, the participants and
interviewer were familiar to each other. In light of these interpersonal bonds, the
researcher considered the relational ethics (Ellis & Bochner, 2000) and the need for
mutual respect and connectedness, and as a result, rapport was built with conversations
about the cold summer weather and the general ‘goings on’ in the community (Ellis,
2007). At the conclusion of the interview, each participant was thanked for their
participation and reminded that they would receive the transcript of the interview within
two weeks.
The interviews were subsequently transcribed electronically and then printed to
make editing easier for the participants. Within two weeks of the interviews, the
transcripts were hand delivered in sealed envelopes to the participants’ places of work.
Inside each envelope was a transcript of the interview, a self-addressed, pre-stamped
envelope and a cover letter. The cover letter reiterated to the participant that they could
strike out and eliminate any information they did not want used in the study, and when
satisfied with their transcript, they were requested to return the edited copy within thirty
days using the envelope provided (Appendix D). This provided the participants with the
opportunity to comment, add information and even change their minds. One participant
took the opportunity to write in the margins of her transcript, offering her own
interpretation of an aspect of our conversation (Ellis, 2004). Three of the four
participants returned their edited transcripts back to the primary researcher within the 30
days. In this way, the experts were able to contribute to the authority of the text (Parry &
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Johnson, 2007) by sharing in the development and revisions of the data. One of the
participants chose not to edit the transcript and emailed the researcher to indicate that he
was satisfied with the transcript information. Once the edited copies were received, the
primary researcher made the approved changes to the electronic documents and
destroyed the edited copies. Finally, the primary researcher forwarded an email to thank
each informant for their participation, and attached a PDF of the final transcript version
for their records. Lastly, in September (2019) a hardcopy of each of the transcripts was
printed for the researcher to conduct thematic coding, and the electronic copies were
destroyed in December 2019.

3.2.6 Ethics and Reliability in Data Collection
Throughout the data collection process, efforts were taken to ensure trustworthiness,
reliability, and ethics using techniques formulated and suggested by Creswell (2007) and
Ellis et al. (2011). The researcher completed the online Ethical Conduct for Research
course, and the University Research Ethics Board (REB) approved the application to
interview participants. To ensure the data remained confidential and secure, a nonidentifying Canadian email address was used to avoid any concerns regarding
international servers, including Gmail and the US Patriot Act. Research data was
securely stored and password protected in the researcher’s digital recording device until
it was transcribed. Once transcribed, the information on the digital recording device was
permanently deleted. Similarly, the researcher’s computer was password protected and
the information was securely stored on an external drive, in a secure office at the
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researcher’s home. The hardcopy documents were secured in a locked file cabinet within
the researcher’s office and were destroyed in December 2019.
More challenging however, were the relational ethics and privacy considerations
for my family and loved ones (Ellis, 2007). My personal experience evolved within my
home, and as I wrote about myself, I was also writing about my interactions with others
(Ellis, 2007). These interactions were not just anecdotal: several of the data collection
methods involved my family members. As unwitting participants, they were also,
“central characters in [my] very personal story” (Ellis, 2004, p. 681). I considered the
research and the ways in which my family members were being portrayed within the
narrative. Would they object? Would they be flattered? I wasn’t sure how they would
feel, and with this in mind I discussed the potential for each of them to be identifiable
(Ellis, 2004). I read out sections of the narrative, to provide a sense of how they were
being portrayed (Ellis, 2007). I asked how they felt about being represented within the
text and provided each individual with the opportunity to voice their concerns. Then, I
considered the narratives in which my family members were represented and I reflected
not only on their feelings, but also on my own.
This illuminated how I felt about the domestic inequality of a plastic-free practice,
and by extension, how I felt about publicly exploring these feelings. Acknowledging my
frustration would ‘bring voice’ to my feelings, sparking the familiar conversations with
my children and husband, about the work required to run a household and look after a
family (Carpenter, 2018; Ellis, 2004; Ellis, 2007; Wicker, 2019). I was worried that my
family members would be hurt by how I had interpreted the experience (Ellis, 2007;
Freadman, 2004) and while part of me wanted to explore these feelings in all their messy
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detail, another part of me did not want to look too closely (Ellis, 2004). Instead, I
explored my feelings and what my experience revealed to me in a way that felt respectful
to my family members, and with the understanding that I would not misrepresent them,
or betray their trust. Finally, I invited each family member to read the autoethnographic
narrative to ensure that they were comfortable with the information.
The process of debriefing occurred naturally during conversations with my family,
in which they asked questions, challenged my assumptions and played devil’s advocate
to help establish credibility and to ensure that the data was not misinterpreted (Lincoln &
Guba, 2005).
During the interviews, comments and feedback from the participants were
encouraged, to provide the researcher with new insights, “that might otherwise remain
only implicit within the inquirer’s mind” (Lincoln & Guba, 2005, p. 308). One of the
interview participants returned the edited transcript to the researcher with further
suggestions and comments, extending the opportunity to add her voice to the research.
Creswell and Miller (2000) argued that this, “validity lens is one of building the
participant’s view into the study” (p. 128). By providing multiple forms of data through
the stages of conversation, revisions and feedback, the informants provided valuable
feedback that helped to inform the analysis. Debriefing also took place with my
supervisor via phone calls and email correspondence to confirm the direction of the study
and to aid with further triangulation (Creswell & Miller, 2000; Ellis & Bochner, 2000).
Debriefing with my supervisors then occurred as the work was submitted for review.
These conversations and probing helped to uncover biases, alternative perspectives and
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assumptions on the primary researcher’s part, and subsequently strengthened the analysis
of the phenomenon.

3.3 Data Analysis
Analysis of my new practice was not as easy as I had anticipated. I considered the
experience and the ways in which my behaviours had changed in the course of the 30-day
challenge. What was I doing differently? How did I feel about the experience? More
importantly, where within the data would I find those answers?

3.3.1 Thematic Analysis
The first step was to read the journal entries and interview transcripts to become more
familiar with the information. Then, I observed the photographs to see what was
reflected, and what was absent, and to visualize the emerging themes. I made notes
based on these readings and observations and I reviewed the thirty journal entries again,
looking for significant events and themes that best reflected the experience of the plasticfree challenge. I read them for a second time, to understand how the experience of
learning a plastic-free practice had caused ripple effects in other areas of my life. Within
the descriptions of my experience and the photographs that revealed my behaviours, I
looked for new meanings and evidence of acquired skill and competence. During this
process of reading and reflecting I became more intimate with the information,
remembering events and experiences that I may have overlooked or forgotten (Braun &
Clarke, 2006; Ellis, 2008). Recalling these experiences made the feelings real again:

61

When she asked me to buy yoghurt for smoothies, and hummus for snacks, I
cringed inside, and felt conflicted between my obligation to create a supportive
home complete with healthy, nutritious food, and the start of our 30-day
challenge. How could I isolate my need to conduct plastic-free research with her
need to eat food that was familiar and nutritious? (p. 70).
This seemingly innocuous experience revealed insights and feelings that I had
overlooked and disregarded, considering it as nothing more than a normal occurrence
wrapped up in the daily grocery practice.
The second step then, was to electronically highlight the journal text that I felt was
potentially interesting and relevant, using different colours to collate the data into
different groups of experiences and feelings. This process of thematic analysis is
considered, “a fundamental method of qualitative analysis” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.
79), and allowed me to interpret patterns of meaning within the raw data. Coding the
data resulted in twelve common meanings that recurred throughout the text (Creswell,
2014). I then reviewed the codes to identify the patterns among them to, “identify the
essence” and meaning of each code (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 92). I considered each
one, and whether the data supported it as a potential theme. This process resulted in the
amalgamation of several codes, and the elimination of others, and finally, six themes
emerged that best represented the experience of plastic-free shopping. These six themes:
Tools, Skills, Access, Time, Mobility, and Subjective Experience, became the six
predetermined categories that were used to code the interview responses (Creswell,
2014).
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The names that I chose for the themes reflect the nature of distributed agency,
which means that agency, is distributed between the elements of my shopping practice
(Schatzki, 2001a). As my behaviours changed and elements were removed or added to
my practice, their importance and ability to influence what was possible, (or impossible)
was revealed. The significant themes that surfaced in this study are closely tied to
meanings, materials and competencies, as noted by practice theory scholars who assert
that a practice can be interpreted as a way of ‘doing things’ within these three elements
(Giddens, 1984; Shove et al., 2012). It became apparent during analysis, that the themes
were not restricted to representing one element, but in fact, they were all connected to
each other as elements within a shifting practice. For instance, Tools as a theme
represents physical materials: a bag, a mason jar and bulk dispensing equipment, but it
also represents my car, which is part of the Mobility theme. Similarly, the theme of
Time is influenced and impacted by the themes of Mobility and Access. I considered the
words ‘mobility’ and ‘transportation’ for the one theme, and felt strongly that the
meaning needed to refer to the way packaging makes food and people, mobile. I also
reflected on consumers as being carriers of a practice (Reckwitz, 2002) and that packages
are ‘mobility things’ (Fuentes, 2019; Hargreaves, 2011). This confirmed my feeling that
Mobility as a theme name, rather than transportation, more accurately represented the
essence of the theme. Finally, I decided that while the theme names are simple labels,
they are like the tip of the iceberg; the complexity and context of the phenomenon is
what lies beneath it.
Then, using these six themes to guide me, I conducted a line by line examination of
the hardcopy data from the four approved interview transcripts, using different coloured
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highlighter pens to code the responses into the predetermined themes (Fereday & MuirCochrane, 2006; Shove et al., 2012). This was a deliberate design choice and
acknowledged by Creswell (2007) who indicated that there are two steps to social science
coding. The first step involves generating meaningful data units, and the second step, is
to classify and order the units. By tackling the often-overwhelming qualitative data in
this manner, it deliberately reduces the volume so that the researcher is able to reflect on
the, “construction and negotiation of meanings” (Cohen et al., 2007, p. 29). This became
clearer as I read the transcripts: the experts I spoke with communicated their experiences
as both professionals and consumers, and the information they conveyed was evident
within the six themes identified from the research. Finally, when the predetermined
thematic coding was finished, the hardcopy transcripts were a riot of colours and notes in
the margins, which helped connect the comments and information from the informants,
with the observations and experiences described in the daily journal entries.

3.3.2 Autoethnographic Narrative
The third step was to re-read the thirty journal entries, and select the ones that best
articulated the themes that had emerged in the process of thematic analysis. Within these
thirty journal entries, I looked for the experiences and reflections that best conveyed the
essence of my transformative journey through the six themes: Tools, Skills, Access,
Time, Mobility, and Subjective Experience (Wall, 2008). From these, twelve entries
from the month of January (2019) were selected for their ability to ‘speak’ to my
experiences and to share with a larger culture (Denzin, 2000; Ellis, 2004). These twelve
entries were rewritten with, “thick description” (Denzin, 1989, p. 83) to recreate the
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experience so that the reader would be fully engaged and immersed in the flow of the
story (Chang, 2008; Ellis, 2008).
I wrote creatively in the first person with an emphasis on emotional recall
(Donnelly, 2015; Ellis, 2008), using the photographs to gain a sense of the social forces
which impacted upon my life and, “their taken-for-granted boundaries and self-policed
limitations” (Sweetman, 2009, p. 507). To structure the data into meaningful units, I
organized the experiences and dialogic interactions into a story, a narrative (Moen,
2006). According to Denzin and Lincoln (2000), lived experience is constructed in the
narrative of the text. The narrative became a way of reflecting during the inquiry process
and kept me, “irreducibly connected to [my] social, cultural and institutional setting”
(Moen, 2006, p. 60) so that I could reflect upon and capture my story within the context
of a social experience.
As such, the narrative that began to emerge benefitted from creative analytic
practice, or CAP. The approach seeks to more accurately represent the nuances of lived
experience by including the contexts and complexities of everyday life (Lincoln & Guba,
2005; Parry & Johnson, 2007; Richardson, 2000). The use of creative analytic practice in
this case, elevated the qualitative inquiry to a study that attempted to do more than just
describe the phenomenon, but rather, helped to share the findings in an accessible way in
order to connect with a larger audience. By examining the plastic-free phenomenon and
its challenges and opportunities, CAP provided a method to make visible my hopes for
social change, and potentially inspire change in others.
With each re-writing of the twelve narratives, I considered how they would be
evaluated as contributions to existing plastic-free shopping research, because the creative
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latitude enjoyed by autoethnography raises concerns within academia regarding the
validity and reliability of the work. As I constructed evocative texts rich in description, I
also considered Richardson’s (2000) evaluation criteria for creative analytic practice.
First, Richardson (1997, 2000) encouraged researchers to consider the, “substantive
contribution of the text” to contribute to a deeper understanding of the lived experience
(Parry & Johnson, 2007, p. 125). To this first criterion, each draft of the narratives
became richer, more substantive and honest, as I explored my experiences. As an
example:
With a knot in my stomach, I admit to myself that half of these items are packaged
in plastic, and I’m starting to doubt that this ‘plastic-free thing’ is even possible.
Second, creative analytic practice is evaluated based on aesthetic merit. As a visual
person, I tried to make the narratives of my lived experience visible, so that readers could
picture the events and reflect on the images, as indicated in the excerpt from Day
Sixteen:
The golden brown turnover oozes apple and cinnamon, and I have to wipe the
corner of my mouth as I drive home through the snowstorm; the baked goods
steaming my windows and warming my mood, and I reflect on what convenience
foods mean, through a plastic-free lens.
Third, reflexivity is used to evaluate creative analytic practice. This criterion is
concerned with accountability and disclosure of ethical issues surrounding the creation of
the text, and whether the researcher has brought adequate self-awareness to the work
(Parry & Johnson, 2007). With each re-writing, I sought to deepen my reflexivity and
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self-exposure to ensure the work was honest and ethical. My attempt to address these
concerns is evident in the following example:
I love so many things about my relationship with cooking, but it’s been negatively
impacted by this challenge. I cook alone before I go to work, and I feel pressure to
get it done before I have to leave. A creeping sense of isolation (and depression?)
has made itself known and I think a lot about what my great-grandmother would
have felt.
The fourth criterion for judging CAP is the impact of the text on the reader, and whether
there is both an emotional and intellectual response. According to Parry & Johnson
(2007) a good text using CAP will often motivate readers to consider new opportunities,
“towards social action or change” (p. 126). Attention to this criterion is noted in the
narrative from the final day of the challenge:
As I am paying, I see the man behind me regarding the bulk bags on the conveyor.
He nods at them and asks, “Where did you get those bags?” We chat about the
options, both online and at different grocery and kitchen stores. “I’d like to buy
some, so that I can be a role model for my son.” His head tips slightly towards my
daughter.
I considered this as I wrote, knowing that my 30-day challenge was already impacting
family and friends, and acknowledging the potential for the study to impact an even
larger audience. Finally, the fifth criterion for judging CAP, is whether the work is
believable, and conveys a credible account of an individual, social or cultural expression
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of a lived experience (Parry & Johnson, 2007; Richardson, 2000). The following excerpt
from Day Eighteen is an example of behaviour that many consumers can identify with:
Her friends will be at the house soon. Filled with a sense of regret, I start loading
my cart with all the obligatory party food: chips, then pop and juice, over to
hotdogs and buns, then the frozen aisle for pizza, and then back to the candy aisle
for a few bags of licorice and wine gums. My cart is overflowing with plastic, and
in ten minutes I have accumulated more plastic than I have in eighteen days.
Accordingly, with the criterion for judging creative analytic practice in mind, writing and
re-writing the narratives made the research process evident in the representation, thereby
increasing the potential for evaluation of the text (Parry & Johnson, 2007).
With each draft then, the focus moved from understanding the dilemma, to
understanding how the behaviour shifted, “as a response to changes over time”
(Sweetman, 2009, p. 507). This involved a, “back-and-forth movement between
experiencing and examining a vulnerable self, and observing and revealing the broader
context of [the] experience” (Ellis, 2007, p. 14). Additional revisions focused on creating
an evocative story so that my personal experience of going against established social
norms would contribute to the goal of making the work accessible for the reader (Jones et
al., 2013). Finally, the narratives were honest and open, engaging text, designed to
encourage thinking and reflection in the reader, about the challenges and opportunities
for plastic-free shopping and social change. With the narratives finished, I turned my
attention to the analysis of the experience.
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3.3.3 Analytic Process
The fourth and final step in the process was to analyse the data. To do this I employed a
combination of two analytic techniques to make the dataset more manageable, and to
facilitate an understanding of my experience. Continuing to use thematic analysis I
created a thematic map by using the six themes that had emerged from the journal entries
and interviews, to explore the most common and salient patterns from the study (Braun
& Clarke, 2006). These six themes were: Tools, Skills, Access, Time, Mobility and
Subjective Experience. Using an inductive approach (Thomas, 2006), each of the six
themes was then explored to understand the experience of plastic-free shopping and what
my experience revealed to me. I considered how the meanings, materials and
competency (Shove et al., 2012) of my practice had changed, and how to articulate the
experience.
The second analytic technique I employed was re-crafting practice (Spurling et al.,
2013) to analyze whether my new behaviours resulted in an overall reduction of
resources. Table 1 (p. 122) illustrates this process, viewing the six thematic categories as
a way to map the transformation to see the way practices are created, stabilized and
transformed (Halkier et al., 2011). The use of re-crafting practice was helpful to
understand how specific aspects of my practice were, “a better target of intervention [...]
than ‘behaviour’, ‘choice’ or technological innovation alone” (Spurling et al., 2014, p. 4).
Through this perspective, the question, “how do I change my behaviour?” was reframed
to ask, “how do I shift my everyday practice to be more sustainable?” For example, the
need to find bulk coffee was made possible by shifting the meaning of the desired goal,
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which then changed my perception of the available options. In doing so, my existing
practice was made less resource intensive and my behaviour became more sustainable.
The use of re-crafting practice (Spurling et al., 2013) as an analytic approach
resulted in a greater understanding of how behaviour change can increase the efficiency
and performance of a job, but not always the desired decrease in resource intensity
(Sahakian & Wilhite, 2013; Shove et al., 2012; Warde, 2005). To determine whether my
new behaviours were more or less resource intensive, I rated my level of competency
before and after the challenge, as low, medium or high (Table 1). Similarly, the ratings
reflected my perceived level of proficiency and satisfaction with the new practice. This
process meant that I could see the results as a, “unit of analysis that integrates both
behaviours and their material, social and cultural contexts” (Spurling et al., 2013, p. 19)
which provided me with valuable insight into the phenomenon.
Finally, the use of these two analytic techniques provided important structure to
allow the patterns of meaning to emerge. As a result, the analysis enabled me to answer
the three research questions. First, what behaviours enable plastic-free grocery shopping
habits? Second, how are the behavioural ripple effects of plastic-free shopping
experienced in other areas of life? Finally, how did I understand my experience after
exploring it through the perspectives and knowledge of the industry experts? The study
that follows articulates the answers to these questions, and attempts to contribute a
unique perspective and knowledge of plastic-free shopping.
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3.4 Looking Ahead
In Chapter Four I present the autoethnographic narrative in twelve journal entries. These
entries explore the personal experience of plastic-free grocery shopping as it intersects
within a cultural context, in an honest and personal style that conveys the essence of my
journey. Each entry represents one day within the 30-day challenge, and best represents
the complexity of the journey, and the new meanings associated with my practice.
Layered into these narratives, I weave the data from the interviews to add context to my
experiences, and to explore facets of personal and socio-cultural understanding of the
phenomenon (Ellis, Adams & Bochner, 2011).

71

CHAPTER 4: MY 30-DAY PLASTIC-FREE CHALLENGE

In this chapter I present my experience of learning plastic-free shopping behaviours within a
30-day challenge. The narratives illustrate how the themes: Tools, Skills, Access, Time,
Mobility and Subjective Experience emerged from my experiences, and how they informed
the industry experts’ understanding of the practice. Quotes from the interview participants
are layered within the six significant themes to illustrate how our individual and collective
experiences were felt. In their roles as ‘gatekeepers’ for the grocery industry, the experts
provided context for many of the experiences and situations that I encountered during the
30-day challenge. Their voices are woven within and between the narratives to better
understand the intersecting bundles of practice that co-exist within a particular domain of
everyday life. Accordingly, each entry represents one day within the 30-day challenge, and
best represents the complexity of the journey, and the new meanings associated with my
practice.
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4.1 DAY ONE: Begin Doing
Access
Access as a theme was experienced as the absence of package-free food. For the
researcher, this absence was felt due to geography and limited available options. For the
interview participants, access was experienced in multiple ways; the challenges of
procuring plastic-free products for reasons of business size, expense and limited options,
and also the challenges of offering access to consumers due to concerns about food
safety, liability and having to integrate new business practices.

January 1, 2019
It’s January 1st today but that’s not why I feel a bit queasy. I’m still lying in bed,
thinking…. Today is the first day of my 30-day plastic-free challenge. Way back when,
I thought this would be a fun challenge, a learning curve for sure, but still an enjoyable
experience. Now I just feel dread. Is it the unknown that’s making me feel anxious, or is
it the obvious? My family’s diet is a typical North American diet, and that’s the
problem. Obvious, is that the majority of the foods I purchase are packaged in plastic…
and not because my family prefers convenience foods, or we don’t know how to cook:
it’s because almost everything North America eats, comes in plastic packaging. The
unknown, is if I don’t purchase those staple items, what will my family eat?
Anxiety is causing me to evaluate my ‘rules’ for the month. The objective of this
research is to examine my behaviours for opportunities to move towards a plastic-free
grocery shopping practice. In fact, my first research question is, “What behaviours
enable plastic-free grocery shopping habits?” Therefore, I need to focus on the changes
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as I learn this new practice, and, like learning any new skill, this requires patience. It’s
probably not possible to be an expert on Day 1, and the research I’ve read encourages me
to focus on the behaviours, not the plastic. Does this mean that I will still be buying
plastic, as I try to figure out how not to buy plastic? Is that ok? Or is that cheating?
Later, sitting at the kitchen table, my coffee mug is warming my hands and the
caffeine is bringing me to life. The house is quiet except for the furnace, and the snow
falling outside insulates me from the challenges of reality. The coffee is helping, and I
cradle my mug, but finally, I need to think about today’s grocery shopping. After
checking the cupboards and fridge, and thinking about the next few days, I write down
what we need:
Bread
Hot Dog Buns
Bagels
Milk
Non-Dairy Milk
Cheese
Yoghurt
Tofu
Veggie Hotdogs

Veggie Sausages
Eggs
Lettuce
Kale
Tomatoes
Mushrooms
Apples
Oranges
Bananas

Corn
Black Beans
Chickpeas
Coffee
Tea
Soup Stock
Sugar
Flour
Rice

Quinoa
Pierogis
Snacks
Toilet Paper
Oil

74

With a knot in my stomach, I admit to myself that half of these items are packaged in
plastic, and I’m starting to doubt that this ‘plastic-free thing’ is even possible. The tofu
products are a dinner staple in my house. What about the bread? Or the yoghurt? How
am I going to decide what I will, and will not, purchase? As participants in my own
personal research, my family expects some changes this month, but they don’t expect less
food. No one has signed up for a weight-loss challenge, and as the coordinator of this
month-long, plastic-free challenge, I feel some responsibility to ensure that everyone has
food to eat.
Later that day I’m at the grocery store, standing in the bread section looking at all
the bread in plastic bags, except for the artisan bread, and a small bulk section that sells
buns and donuts. The buns are small and crusty, and not great for toast or sandwiches, so
I go back over to the plastic-packaged bread section. The bread options have me
perplexed; a pre-sliced, multi-grain sandwich bread for $2.99 in a plastic bag, or walnut
and fig artisan bread in a paper bag, for $5.99. That’s it; those are my options.
Reluctantly, I choose the sandwich bread and put it into the cart. Realistically, for four
people we need at least two loaves, but I can only handle the guilt caused by one bag, so
to make myself feel better, I won’t buy hotdog buns (which means I don’t need the
hotdogs), so I cross those off the list too. This means there will be fewer ‘quick and
easy’ foods in the house this week, and there are two hungry teenagers at home. I look at
the list and then stand, staring at the bagels in their plastic bag, for a few minutes, until
they go into my cart too.
In the dairy section, I examine the tetrapak cartons that non-dairy milk comes in.
They are recyclable… sort of… but do they get recycled? Frustrated with the options
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(there aren’t any) I reluctantly put one of the cartons into my cart. Milk for my coffee is
sold in a glass bottle, which is returnable with a deposit, (which makes me feel good), but
I also try not to think about the baby cows. I hesitate, but decide not to buy the cheese in
order to offset the environmental damage of the plastic-packaged bagels and bread. This
is a hard decision because it’s on sale this week (super cheap) and my family likes
cheese. I think about what groceries we have at home, and what I’m purchasing, and
decide that they can eat peanut butter and jam sandwiches, or maybe egg salad
sandwiches, both of which can be made without additional plastic packaging. But the
lack of cheese will be an issue and I won’t be anyone’s hero today.
Checking the list again, I see that yoghurt is written down. One of my teenagers is
a homestay ski racer who is living with us for the winter, and she came to us with the
reasonable expectation of being fed. I’m sure her parents expect the same, and I feel a
strong sense of maternal obligation (and fondness) to make sure she is happy and healthy
in our home. She impresses me with her willingness to eat a (mostly) vegetarian diet, but
I’m also experiencing some guilt and awkwardness that she is being forced to eat
‘plastic-free’. Fortunately, Austria is less plastic-centric than Canada is, and the way
we’re eating is not entirely out of the norm for her, but when she asked me to buy
yoghurt for smoothies, and hummus for snacks, I cringed inside, and felt conflicted
between my obligation to create a supportive home complete with healthy nutritious
food, and the start of the 30-day challenge. How could I isolate my need to conduct
plastic-free research, with her need to eat food that was familiar and nutritious?
Standing in the dairy aisle, I decide to buy her the yoghurt for her smoothies, but I
will teach her to make her own hummus. I round the back of the store and head towards
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the eggs and tofu products. Without thinking much, I select two-dozen free-range,
cruelty free eggs in cardboard containers, which will get composted in one of the
compost bins. This is normal behaviour and I enjoy the few seconds of relief before
tackling the ‘meat alternatives’ section. The hotdogs have already been crossed off the
list, and I decide not to purchase the tofu either. The veggie sausages are really good
though, and both of my teenagers love them. I’ve eliminated most of the dinners from
my list, and I’m not sure what we’re going to eat this week… so, reluctantly, they go into
the cart. Heading to the produce section I think about whether it’s possible to make these
sausages myself.
Months later, I discuss the issues of accessing plastic-free food with the interview
participants, to discover that they too are experiencing challenges with sourcing more
sustainable options. My community grocery store has a huge veggie ‘meat’ section, but
none of the options are plastic-free. Do these products exist yet? The Grocery Store
Owner indicated that:
It’s always a challenge, you know, when these people want to get rid of certain
things, that we’re so used to using in the grocery industry. But again, like I said,
it’s very tough to find these products and to source them properly. And because
we’re a small company and we only have a few suppliers that we really deal with…
and the big guys, it’s tough for them too, because they look at it as a cost.
As the challenge progressed, I also became aware of the connection between plastic-free
foods, and cost. Many of these items are significantly more expensive. Recently, I had
to consider the financial implications of a $20 bar of plastic-free shampoo.
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Back in the grocery store on Day One of the challenge, the fruits and vegetables are
easy and go into the cart in a jumble of colours and variety. While doing this, I watch the
people around me as they select their produce. The majority reaches for the reel of
plastic produce bags that hang at eye level. Deep in thought about their shopping lists
and what they need to get, I know they do this unconsciously and habitually. Even the
woman who has 4 reusable grocery bags in her cart reaches for the reel of plastic: four
apples in a plastic bag, two lemons in another plastic bag, three oranges in another bag.
Her cart is becoming full of plastic bags. A different shopper puts a pineapple in a
plastic bag. Really? A pineapple? I observe this social norm and wonder if these people
observe me when I don’t use plastic bags? Does this cause them to pause for a moment
and think about their behaviours?
My eldest daughter told me a story about a recent interaction she had with another
customer when she was paying for her groceries. As she unloaded all her plastic-free
fruits and vegetables at the checkout stand, the consumer behind her asked if she didn’t
think it was gross, to not use plastic bags to protect the produce from the germs on the
conveyor belt. After collecting her thoughts, she informed him that the produce had
grown in the dirt, been fertilized with poop, handled by dozens of people, trucked over
countries, flown across the world, transported to her community, unpacked by employees
and touched by shoppers. She looked at him with a withering smile (she’s very good at
this) and made her point, “I don’t think a plastic bag now, is going to make any
difference.”
Laughing as I think about this, I cross a few more things off my list: tea, rice,
quinoa and corn, all of which are sold in plastic packaging. I compromise on the pierogis
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though, because they’re dinner food, and I can already see that we’re going to have a
problem this week. My anxiety is increasing and because I’m being critically selfreflexive and present, I’m getting tired and am having trouble focusing on the behaviours
and not the plastic. There’s very little in my cart. After reconsidering the cheese, I’ve
gone back to get one package, although at $2.99 each, I should really buy enough to put
in the freezer. I use two paper mushroom bags for the bulk coffee dispenser. Black
beans and chickpeas come in tin cans, and they do get recycled, so that’s good. Flour
comes in a paper bag, but is the shiny surface plastic, or wax? I feel the shiny paper
between my fingers, trying to decide, but in the back of my mind I’m starting to worry
about snacks for the week, and I know that if I have flour, I can bake snacks. White
sugar comes in a paper bag, so that’s good. I need sunflower oil for baking and it only
comes in plastic. I struggle with my options and then decide that if I buy the largest one,
I will buy fewer of them in the long run. I put a huge one in my cart.
Toilet paper and snacks are last on the list.
The only plastic-free toilet paper comes in single
rolls of bamboo for $1.99 each. There are 3 females
and 1 male in my house, and I realize that I cannot
afford plastic-free toilet paper. Frustrated, I grab
the 100% recycled toilet paper that’s wrapped in a
giant, colourful plastic package, and head for the
checkout. I don’t have the energy to think about
Figure 4: Day One Plastic

the snack options, and as I stand near the cashier
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feeling exhausted and deflated, I see plastic-packaged figs in the display beside me.
Shrugging my shoulders, I grab a pack and throw it in my cart.

4.2 DAY THREE: Awkward
January 3, 2019
My daughter has just gotten off the school bus and she’s headed to work. In her hand she
has a Subway sandwich wrapped in the familiar paper, but without the plastic bag. The
sandwich is sticking out of her coat pocket, and because it’s a foot long, it’s sticking out
quite a bit. Nodding at her sandwich, I smile at her, and we stand on the sidewalk for a
few minutes chatting about her day. She turns suddenly to pull her backpack off. The
sandwich bends in half slowly, and the whole foot long comes tumbling out of her pocket
and lands on the sidewalk. The signature green and yellow paper wasn’t rolled very
tightly, and offered little protection for the sandwich that is now lying at our feet. It’s
fairly obvious why a plastic bag is such an important tool, and feeling both disappointed
and frustrated, we work to see what can be salvaged for her dinner.
“Mom, I work until 9:00pm tonight, can you grab me a snack and drop it off?”
I have a sinking feeling.
In the grocery store, I go to the snack aisle, looking for anything that would classify
as a plastic-free snack. Colourful rows of granola bars, energy bars, rice crackers, chips
and the complete range of quick snack food options that most North Americans are
familiar with, are wrapped in plastic. I wander over to the deli. Nothing. The salads and
sandwiches are all pre-packaged in plastic clamshells. Canned fruit? (That’s a bit weird,
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but I note it for the future). In the produce section I consider the options. Another apple?
She doesn’t like oranges. An avocado? I have a mental picture of those ‘to go’ kits of
knives, forks and spoons that you keep in your backpack or purse, and I write it in my
notebook to get a few cutlery kits for my family.
Selecting an apple, I roll it around in my hand and look for bruising. As a backup
snack, I look at the bulk section. Of course, almonds: but I don’t have a reusable bag.
Annoyed, I grab a paper mushroom bag and dump some bulk almonds into it. After
writing the bulk code number on the bag, I get in line to pay for my two purchases. The
checkout person thinks the paper bag has mushrooms in it, and when she looks to
confirm, she does a double take and then looks up at me, confused. I feel the strangeness
of my behaviour.
Several months later, the Grocery Store Owner confirmed he was observing
similar plastic-free shopping behaviours. According to him:
We seem to have a younger shopper in our store right now, that’s really conscious
and all that, and they are doing the same thing… and our cashiers seem to adapt to
it.
Adapt, maybe, but right now I’m sorry for dragging her into my strange behaviour.
“Sorry. They’re almonds.” I point to the code. “The code is written on the bag.
Right there.”
Awkward washes over me, like I’ve taken a leap off the cliff of socially acceptable
behaviour. She doesn’t say anything, but I feel like I’ve done something wrong, and
made her an accomplice. It has taken me over twenty minutes to purchase a plastic-free
snack.

81

4.3 DAY SIX: Mushroom Bags Are My Best Friend
Tools
Tools play a large role in the practice of plastic-free shopping and are represented
throughout the text. All participants noted the municipal level plastic bag bans as both
problematic and positive; two of the participants mentioned the issues of refilling water
bottles in public, and all of them mentioned bulk food sections as a positive indicator of
the growth of more sustainable shopping. As noted in these conversations and through
my experiences, tools were anything that made plastic-free shopping possible, including
retail display cases, bulk food dispensers, mason jars and the bags and bottles that carried
my groceries.
January 6, 2019
Hurrying this morning, I pull into the parking lot and then realize I’ve left my reusable
bulk bags at home. Frustrated, I debate going back to get them, but after looking at the
time and doing some quick calculations about what has to get done this morning before
going to work, I decide that I’ll use paper mushroom bags for bulk food, and a box for
any groceries. I can’t buy much (again), because the paper bags are not very big and they
tear easily, but I take a deep breath and try not to feel frustrated.
Months later, the Zero-Waste Store Owner commented on the importance of having
the right tools, and remembering the right tools for the job. She said:
You have to be so much more organized. You have to make sure to have your
bottles on you, to refill. The intention has to be there.
However, remembering to bring the tools is not easy. In the store, I focus on what I can
buy, rather than what I can’t buy. It turns out the bulk section at my grocery store has
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grains (who knew?) although they’re organic, and I wonder how much more expensive
they’ll be. This prompts my mind to wander… about the environmental choices that
consumers make, and if I’ll ever be able to afford organic food… or maybe I should try a
palm-oil-free, 30-day challenge…
Irritated, I consciously bring my thoughts back to the bulk section, grabbing some
paper bags to fill with quinoa, rice and couscous. One of the bags gets wet from the
snow melting off of my coat, and tears open. Slowly, rice starts spilling out of the bag,
falling through the cart onto the floor below me. Swearing, I grab another paper bag for
protection for the first bag. Why aren’t there paper bags in the bulk section? Why do I
have to steal the mushroom bags, so that I don’t have to use the plastic bags? During our
conversation, the Grocery Store Owner tells me about the plastic-free tools that the store
is introducing. He commented:
We’re going to switch to paper bags in both stores; we’re going to have paper bags
in our produce department, you can have your fish wrapped in wax paper and we’re
in the middle of changing from Styrofoam to fibreboard in the meat department.
Other new tools, specific to the use, display and promotion of plastic-free shopping were
discussed at length during the interviews. For the retailer, there are institutional
challenges with respect to ‘tooling up’ to support the practice. Speaking to this, the
Grocery Store Owner said:
It’s very tough to find these products and to source them properly (and) because
we’re a small company and we only have a few suppliers, they kind of say, “well,
you’re too small for me to even deal with.”
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Similarly, when asked about the plastic-wrapped baked goods (in her other store) the
Zero-Waste Store Owner said, “It’s definitely not ideal, but it takes time to make
changes. So we don’t have a nice display case to put baked goods in, yet.” Adding to
this, she noted:
Grocery in general is going to be one of the biggest changes, so I think changing
things slowly, and allowing people to catch on to one thing, before changing
something else, is going to be the way to go.
But, right now there are no paper bags in the bulk section, and I have to keep walking
over to the mushroom section to grab more bags. I think I should give up and leave,
because without the right bags it’s a bit ridiculous that I’m double bagging my paper
bags, but I need to buy some groceries.
Ok… refocusing. I think trail mix would be good; I double-bag two paper bags
and then fill them half full with the most inexpensive mix. It’s not really possible to get
flour, as I don’t have the right bags (mushroom bags are not very large) but I do get some
lentils. There are other foods that can be purchased later, which I note in my notebook,
and then fill two more paper bags with almonds and cranberries for rice pudding.
I’ve been writing the bin codes on each of the bags, trying to decide if I should
write the number up high on the bag so that it can stay open for the cashier, or down low,
so that the top can be folded down to secure the food. I don’t want to use the twist ties
that are meant for the job because they’re single use, and although I’m working on my
plastic issues, it’s obvious why the practice defaults to zero-waste pretty quickly.
Thinking back to my first mushroom bag ‘incident’ the other day, I decide that the
checkout person will still need to open the bags in order to look inside. With this, I write
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the code up high on the bag, and keep them open. This decision is also determined by
the fact that I should have written the codes at the bottom of the bags, before filling them,
when the bags were a flat surface. Now they’re lumpy and bumpy and I make a mental
note to remember this for next time.
Only pencils are available for writing the bulk codes (I don’t have a pen), and it’s
hard to read against the brown colour of the paper. I have to write harder and trace over
the numbers a few times, to make them darker. I try not to let any drops of water fall
from my hair or my coat, onto the bags, which are now precariously lined up in my cart
with their contents showing, looking naked and confused, and definitely not protected. It
looks so strange to have all the bags standing tall, and open, and I can’t imagine what the
other shoppers are thinking. “Why would she be shopping like that?” “Why does she
have so many mushrooms?” It definitely does not look normal.
I grab a few vegetables for stir-fry, and head to the checkout. I have to be careful
how I handle the paper bags because they’re all open (and tear easily). But, I also have
to work quickly as I unload them from the cart, so that I can tell the cashier that the codes
are written on the bags, (“right there, no, sorry, the pencil is hard to read”) and that none
of them are mushrooms. There’s more than a slight hesitation. She looks at me,
confusion on her face, again, but she doesn’t say anything, and after keying in the code
and weighing each bag, she folds the top down before moving them along the conveyor.
We’re almost done now, and I silently thank her for rolling the tops down so that my
groceries look normal. As I’m paying, I notice her looking at the bags, and I wonder
what she’s thinking. Declining the plastic bag, I look for a ‘loaner’ bag. There are none.
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I grab a box that’s far too big, but it works, and after packing the groceries, I take a few
minutes to sit in the van and close my eyes.
Only through these experiences, did I come to understand why paper bags are not
generally available in the bulk section; they simply don’t work very well for plastic-free
shopping. Not only is it hard on the consumer, it’s also challenging for the clerk to see
what’s in the bags, read the code, charge the customer, keep the contents from falling out,
and the bag from ripping.
In the narrative that follows, I experience the challenges of trying to learn how to
use reusable containers, as an important tool.

4.4 DAY EIGHT: Dollars And Sense
January 8, 2019
Nervous, I approach the deli counter and ask the employee if it’s possible to use my own
container.
He replies quickly. “No.”
After asking him why, he informs me that my container might be dirty and that it
could contaminate their working area, and if I get sick, or another customer gets sick
from my container, that the store could be sued. It sounds logical, and I thank him, but
leave the deli area feeling skeptical. In the produce section, I see an employee who I
know personally, and I ask him about the store’s honey and kombucha self-serve station,
and why customers are allowed to bring their own mason jars to refill there, but not in the
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deli? Feeling a bit confrontational (and sorry that I’m behaving this way) I see his
thought process when he realizes that he doesn’t know the answer.
It turns out; these contradictions were not unique to my experience. Two of the
interview participants indicated that they felt nervous and unsure about the regulations
and practical applications of plastic-free shopping. Although he wanted to be supportive,
the Grocery Store Owner said:
Our customers are talking to us and they want us to do this, (but) we’re not
allowed to really take something…and this is the other part where the Health
Department gets involved and they say, you’re not allowed to bring a foreign
object, handled by a consumer, into your area.
Interestingly, the Public Health Officer disagreed, saying:
So that’s been a point, I think, in the grocery industry, where they’ve said, “we
can’t do it because Health Inspectors won’t let us do that.”
In reality, Provincial food regulations have changed along with emerging public opinion
about the ways and means of purchasing food. With the increased interest in plastic-free
grocery shopping, new Provincial policies actually support reusable containers in the
grocery store. She added:
The Ministry of Environment and Climate Change wants less waste, they want us
to be moving in this direction, so this is part of their strategy. There’s nothing
stopping stores from doing this right now. Any grocery store could, right now,
write into their food safety plan, “these are our steps that we would like to do, to
ensure that if someone is using reusable containers, that we are ensuring that
they’re safe.”
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During the challenge, I discovered other disappointing contradictions.
After leaving the grocery store where I had asked about using my reusable
containers, I drive to a specialty Italian food store to see if it’s possible to purchase
package-free cheese. There are only 3 aisles in the small, family owned Italian grocery,
and I’m sure that the food here will be authentic, traditional and plastic-free. Excited, I
look for the fresh food, but there isn't any… except for the produce, everything is prepackaged. I’m shocked, and saddened that even in an ‘old world deli’ everything is
packaged in plastic, (which makes some sense because all the food has been imported
from Italy)… but still…
Months later, the Owners of the grocery stores communicate the challenges of
becoming competent with processes to support plastic-free shopping, and the tools and
practices that are required. The Zero-Waste Store Owner described this learning curve in
her store, “there’s a whole slew of problems that come with it” and also within the
industry:
The biggest thing, especially having a business, has allowed me to have a little bit
more of a voice, and just pushing companies that are bigger companies, to sell me
products without packaging things. A lot of them are jumping on board, but it’s
making them rethink the whole process of packaging and sending things.
Because the food supply chain is international, the success of plastic-free shopping
depends upon many factors. The Grocery Store Owner indicated that if there were
affordable and easily sourced, sustainable alternatives to plastic packaging and food
display, the practice would normalize faster. He said:
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Because the big grocery chains, in my business haven’t done any of this, as soon as
they jump on board, the prices will come down… because a factory will be built.
You know what I mean? It’s just supply and demand.
This rule of economics works for plastic-free groceries, too. The Owner of the Italian
specialty store that I’m in, has no problem with me bringing my own containers to
purchase cheese, but the price of the cheese is 3x more than what I would pay for
packaged cheese. I thank her for the information and leave without purchasing anything.
One of the Instagram bloggers I follow has been posting about going to a local
Mexican restaurant to buy homemade, package-free tortillas. The idea makes me think
about the restaurants in my community. Could I purchase ready-made food from local
restaurants, in my own containers? Next, I drive to a small restaurant and inquire about
purchasing pasta to-go, but in my own take-out container. The owner is supportive, but
when I ask if the pasta is homemade or store bought, he looks at me, confused, and says,
“we get it from a supplier.” I thank him and take a to-go menu for future use, assuring
him I would be back, but after looking at the prices in my car, I’m not so sure. My
family doesn’t eat out often, and after looking at the prices I don’t think eating restaurant
food at home is the answer.
With a sinking feeling I’m starting to see the intersecting elements of plastic-free
shopping as I am caught between what I can afford, and how I choose to arrange my
priorities. Faced with to-go food that is out of my price range, I immediately default to
thinking: “I can make that for less.” This 30-day challenge is becoming personal - it’s
impacting elements of my life in ways I didn’t anticipate: it’s more than just eliminating
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plastic packaged food; it’s also accepting the impact of those decisions. Most of those
decisions result in more work… A lot more work.
I’m still sitting in the car, reflecting and writing in my field journal, when I look at
the time. Shoot. I have to work tonight. Driving home I feel conflicted, thinking about
what little food there is in the house, and what I can make for dinner before I leave.
During the 30-days, I observed a transformation of meaning with respect to the
materials and tools. The Manager of Waste Services was also seeing the meanings
change. She commented:
It’s interesting that the plastics issue and the single-use ban has really started to
open people’s eyes, so that waste is seen as a resource; it’s not garbage, it’s not an
end, it’s a resource.
Prior to the challenge, the meaning I understood might have been ‘environmental’ or
‘recyclable’, or ‘garbage’. Now, new meanings allowed me to re-craft the ways in which
I literally (and figuratively) carried my practice. For example, my durable, plastic
reusable grocery bags were purchased before the challenge, but my new knowledge
shifted the meaning of the bags. Suddenly, I was not happy with my reusable bags. The
Manager of Waste Services was having the same thoughts. She said:
It’s one thing to switch from plastics… not saying that it’s a bad thing to switch,
but let’s think about the materials that are replacing that, and what happens at the
end of life. Because if you have a reusable bag for example, that is plastic… that
yes, it may last longer, which is great, because it will have that benefit to begin
with. But, if they’re not recyclable, and they’re not any better than the single use,
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we haven’t solved the fundamental problem, or we’ve potentially even made it
worse.
I was reminded of this new shift in thinking during my conversation with the Grocery
Store Owner, who had just purchased 5,000 sturdy, plastic, reusable bags as a marketing
strategy to promote their support of the plastic-bag bans. He said:
I mean, they cost us $5, but we’re going to have a promotion, if you buy $100
worth of groceries, we’re gonna probably give it to you for $1.99.
I easily thought back to when I had intentionally purchased my sturdy plastic bags to be
‘more environmental’.
Also evident within these conversations, is the complexity of the regulatory layers
of influence that makes the recycling industry problematic, and plastic-free behaviour
changes difficult. The Manager of Waste Services further commented that:
People are realizing, “oh, all of my efforts, I thought that I was doing the right
thing, I was wanting to do the right thing, and now all of a sudden, I’m finding out
that my right thing isn’t necessarily the right thing.” I think the push from the
consumers, in this awareness that’s happening, and this potential demand for
change, is also going to hopefully change the recycling industry. It has to change.
We’re clearly at a crossroads.
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4.5 DAY ELEVEN: Baby Steps Still Move You Forward
Time
The theme of time, and its real and imagined constraints and limitations, became my
constant companions. Time was felt not as a linear construct or dictated by a clock, but
rather, it was experienced like a seesaw, wherein one side felt like I had, ‘not enough
time’ and the other side felt like the practice required, ‘too much time’. These feelings
demonstrated that my daily routines were not temporally or spatially discreet; they were
experienced as overlapping domestic responsibilities.
Similar sentiments about how much time it takes to live sustainably were revealed
in conversation with the Manager of Waste Services. She said:
People are like… whatever… I’ve got too much on the go; I’ve got too much in my
head. I don’t have time for this.
For the interview participants and the researcher, the connection between ‘saving time’
by using plastic-packaging, vs. ‘spending time’ to overhaul existing business plans, or
plan, travel and cook in order to develop a plastic-free practice, was an unresolved
concern. To this, the Zero-Waste Store Owner commented:
It has to be so important to you that you go out of your way to do it, so that’s
definitely the hardest step for people. Eventually (plastic-free shopping) will be a
reality, but it will take time.
In some respects, I discovered that the subjective experience of ‘time’ was equal to the
challenge of accessing plastic-free food. As a result, I started to look for ways to join the
two; finding ways to access food without the requirement for ‘more time’ to be added to
my day.
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January 11, 2019
We’ve started emptying the cupboards and freezer of foods that we already own, instead
of going to the grocery store, which has become an emotional chore. As we slowly work
through the packages of plastic and freezer burned foods, our plastic audit box starts to
fill up. It’s a big box and the volume of plastic that starts to accumulate is disturbing.
Every day, a crinkly plastic package joins the other packages, and I have to start pushing
the bags down to fit them into the box.
Using up the food, I think about what it means to me, how it contributed to our
meals, and the role it played in our lives. Is this the last time we’ll have butternut squash
pasta in our freezer? I feel heavy (and a bit sad), and think about the ease and
convenience of these packages of pasta. As a vegetarian mom who needed to make
several hundred quick and nutritious dinners for a growing family, these $3.99 packages
of pasta have been a staple item in my freezer. They were my personal godsend and they
made it possible for our family to be away from our house all day: work and school;
piano practice, Girl Guides, soccer… figure skating. Arriving home to a dark and cold
house, within 30 minutes our home would be transformed with the heat of the furnace,
the warm glow of the lights, and the comforting smell of steaming tomato sauce and
pasta, ready to serve. I loved the feeling of being ‘Super Mom’, which was made
possible by these packages. The thought of life without them makes me feel depressed,
like a child who cannot eat ice cream. Is it possible to mourn the loss of packaged pasta?
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We work through the deep freezer and find the Ziploc bags full of squash from last
year. They become curries and veggie lasagna and I’m reminded of how much effort I
put into growing, harvesting and ‘putting away’ these foods. Even our Halloween
pumpkins end up in the freezer. I think of all the times I intentionally went to the grocery
store to purchase more Ziploc bags, focusing on the food that would go in them and not
thinking about the plastic. Now, as I’m washing them out and hanging them to dry I find
myself reflecting on their new meaning: they used to represent accomplishment, now
they make me feel guilty, and conflicted. What will I use in the future, to freeze the
vegetables from the garden?

Figure 5: Day Twelve Groceries

Figure 6: Day Thirteen Groceries

The plastic audit box is almost full. There are some benefits to seeing the plastic,
and then noting whether I’ve been able to source a new, plastic-free option. Colourful
grains and baking supplies are proudly displayed in mason jars in my pantry and as my
purchasing behaviour continues to shift, more mason jars take residence in the
cupboards. Each new success is empowering, and encourages more behaviour change.
Now, when I’m shopping, I look at products based on their potential to be reused as a
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storage container in my pantry, and/or their value as a commodity for the recycling
industry. Metal stands the best chance of being recycled, and after discovering that in my
region, glass bottles are thrown in the landfill, I switched to purchasing a large metal can
of olive oil instead of smaller glass bottles. The benefits are twofold: I consume fewer
resources, and I waste less. This is new behaviour and it occurs to me that it has nothing
to do with plastic, and everything to do with sustainability.

4.6 DAY FOURTEEN: Progress
Skills
This theme is closely tied to competence and I observed my behaviours becoming more
competent and skilled as the challenge progressed. These behaviours were also linked to
consistency; the more I practiced a behaviour, the better I became.
January 14, 2019
Deep in thought, I have driven for over an hour in order to shop at a grocery store that
supports the use of reusable containers, and it’s become a bit mythical in my mind, like
the holy grail of bulk shopping. Before leaving home, I gathered up 15 bottles, jars and
lids of varying sizes that are now sitting in my reusable bags. In my purse, I have a pen
and a pad of paper, and my iPhone is charged and ready to document the shopping
process. To get to the store, I had to drive almost 100km on mostly single lane highways
through several communities. It’s not a ‘quick trip to the store’, in fact; it’s a
commitment of more than three hours. But, like a kid on Christmas Eve, I have visions
of everything on my plastic-free wish list being granted, and I’m excited.
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In the store I grab a shopping cart, and place the reusable bags filled with glass jars
into it. The glass bangs against each other as the cart moves through the store, and I’m
conscious of how loud my cart is. Is there something wrong with the wheels? Stopping,
I roll the cart back and forth to see if there’s a problem, but there isn’t. Heading for the
bulk section, the cart is rumbling and clanking through the large aisle, and I feel selfconscious and acutely aware of my discomfort. My excitement has been replaced with
uncertainty because I don’t recognize my own behaviour, and I suddenly feel insecure.
At the back of the store, I find the bulk section that I’ve been dreaming about. I
feel a bit better: it’s a small section and I feel like I can explore and learn in relative
anonymity. After a quick orientation, I note
the scale where I will weigh all my jars.
“Tare” is the term used for weighing and I
wonder absently about it, rolling the word
around in my mind. The cart gets parked
next to the scale, and I peer into my bag for a
jar. The bags are large and sturdy, and as
I’m looking down into them I can only see
the lids of each of the jars, not the size or the

Figure 7: The Tare Station

style. This is annoying and I think about ways that I could make this part of the practice
easier.
I apply one of the white stickers that are meant for the purpose, onto my jar, and
then weigh the jar on the scale. Using my pen, I try to write the weight on the sticker, but
my pen doesn’t like the glossy surface and refuses to write. I scribble on my pad of

96

paper, and the pen is fine. Trying not to become frustrated, I use the grease pencil that is
available for this purpose, but there is only one of them at the weighing station and
someone else wants to use it to write the bin code on their twist tie. When they’re done, I
resume applying the stickers, weighing the jars, writing down the weight and then putting
the jars back into the bags in the cart. This is a slow and tedious process; my actions feel
foreign, and I feel like I’m taking up too much space. Other shoppers have had to move
my cart to access the tare station, and each time it moves, the glass jars clink loudly
against each other. I’m not sure where to park the cart though, because I need to access
the jars that are in it. I feel hypersensitive, like the new girl who doesn’t know where to
sit in the school cafeteria. Wrestling with these emotions, I stop for a minute and grab my
water bottle from my purse.
Feeling a bit better, and now that my jars are all labeled, I take a deep breath and
try to focus on the food. Relief washes over me when I see the range of options. I’ve
depleted my inventory of tea at home, and now, like a kid in a candy store I grab two of
my small jars and fill them with different herb teas. I figure out how to use the ‘clean’
spoons, and after scooping my tea, where to put the spoons into the ‘dirty’ section.
Feeling accomplished, I put the containers of tea back on the shelf, but then realize
I haven’t written down the product code on my jars. Annoyed, I pull the two bulk tea
containers down, (again) to look for the codes, and then, after fishing around in my bag
to find my tea jars, I write the numbers on the stickers. I look at my little glass bottles
filled with tea, and realize that without labeling information I won’t know which tea is in
each jar, so I abbreviate the name on the label: LS for licorice spice, and ST for sleepy
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time. My feeling of accomplishment is evaporating
as I note the multiple steps that I need to learn to
remember.
The grains section is also exciting and I decide
that I will buy pearl barley, which I cannot buy in
bulk at my home grocery store. The pearl barley is in
the top section of the bulk containers, in a gravity
feed container that requires the consumer to pull the

Figure 8: My Shopping Cart

lever down in order for the product to come out.
Excitedly, I select a large mason jar from my bag and put it up to the bottom of the
dispenser, but the dispenser below restricts the space, and my jar won’t fit. Confused, I
look around to see what other shoppers are doing, but I am the only shopper using glass
jars, and the plastic bags they are using, are not a problem. There is an employee tidying
up the area, so I ask for help. He shows me a small, metal bowl with a hole in the
bottom, (the word ‘bedpan’ flashes through my mind before I can stop it), and he shows
me how to hold it up under the dispensing spout, with my jar under the hole.
I give it a try.
My right hand works the lever that opens the dispensing tube, and my left hand is
trying to hold the metal bowl and the jar together, so that the barley falls through the bowl,
into the jar. My first attempt is not pretty and barley escapes out of the space between the
jar and the bowl, and falls to the floor. I readjust my left hand, and try again. I am
desperately wishing for a third hand as I try to gauge how much barley to allow to flow,
while watching the level rising in the jar, but at the same time noting the amount above it in
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the metal bowl. In a panic, I stop the flow of barley before it overflows, and then try to
screw the lid onto the jar, while still trying to hold the metal bowl. I lean back to utilize the
crook of my elbow, and my chest, to keep everything from falling to the ground, and note
that I am now holding the pen between my teeth. I turn slowly to see if anyone has
witnessed this feat. No one appears to care, but I am astonished at how awkward this
process is.
The next section contains snack foods (including figs!) and also small, bite sized
squares of an energy bar that resembles one of my favourite snack bars. Other jars get filled
with pasta, tri-coloured quinoa, nutritional yeast, brown sugar, garlic powder, onion powder
and turmeric. Running out of jars, I decide to leave the dry goods section, and head to the
wet section. Here I fill jars with dish soap, shampoo and conditioner. Noticing the bucket
of tofu, with my last large jar I scoop a big block of tofu into it, being careful not to include
any water to skew the weight of the purchase.
I have run out of jars, but I cruise past the
open condiments bar to see what’s available. It
looks like a pizza-topping bar, with
approximately 30 small bins of various sauces,
olives, sun dried tomatoes and tapenades. There
is a metal spoon in each bin and a sneeze guard
to prevent consumers from getting too close to

Figure 9: Open Food Bar

the food. Nearby, is a large buffet bar that has breakfast, lunch and dinner options, with
compostable containers and bamboo cutlery. Suddenly jealous, if I lived in this community,
I could shop here for dinner; and there’s also an option for me to use my own containers!
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During the interviews, I discovered that the Provincial Health Officer had more
concerns about the open food bars, than she did of reusable containers. She said:
I have a hard time, seeing where the food safety concern is, with reusable
containers… that couldn’t easily be dealt with by taking the container, filling it with a
spoon that goes in the dishwasher so that it’s not cross contaminating, and washing
your hands after you hand it to the consumer. I think there’s more risk in those
grocery stores, now, they’re not realizing, where people are touching those handles of
all those utensils, coming and going, touching them, touching the containers. People
put things into their mouths, when they’re at those things too. You see people stuffing
things in their mouths…
(I have to admit, as I was admiring the foods laid out in front of me, a fleeting thought of
‘sampling’ something, did cross my mind.)
Later, at the checkout, I pull all my jars out of the cart and place them on the
counter. I like the look of them (all the shiny, clean
glass jars filled with accomplishment) and a slow, tiny
smile matches my feelings. I inform the cashier that I
would like her to go slowly, so that I can observe the
process and watch the prices. I feel oddly proud, and
the phrase, “look Mom! I’m doing it!!” comes to mind.
We talk about my research and as she weighs each jar,
we confirm the contents, and then analyze the price. Is
it less expensive than conventional shopping? Is it

Figure 10: Progress

more expensive? Are there any surprises?
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The woman in line behind me joins in, and the process becomes friendly and
curious as the three of us observe and learn from this new practice. Most of the prices
are comparable to packaged food, and some items are significantly less expensive: the
dish soap was less than $2 for a full mason jar. The jar of organic figs though, was $13,
and there were only about fifteen of them in the jar. (They turned out to be worth every
cent – they were the most amazing figs I have ever eaten). The women congratulate me
on my efforts, and the cashier admits that not enough people shop with reusable
containers.
I think about contradictions and complexities as I leave the store, the cart even
louder now, as I push it over the pebbled surface towards my van. The glass jars rattle
and bang against each other, and I go a bit slower, reflecting on the elements that came
together today. This experience, and my feelings of success were later considered
against the concerns of the Grocery Store Owner, who said that he was in favour of
customers bringing in their own mason jars for honey and kombucha, but not interested
in accepting reusable containers in the deli. When I asked him about this, he said:
We take the liability on. Us. If their container is contaminated, and it hits our
table, and then we end up contaminating other people with it… is the risk worth it?
Do I know it’s clean? Was it washed with a bleach solution to kill everything in it?
No, probably not.
It seemed that the concerns about food safety were valid, but prevented the owner and
staff from learning new, plastic-free skills in order to address the issues. The practice
requires very specific skills, and to feel comfortable offering the option to consumers,
grocery stores have to become competent too. There is a learning curve, and it occurs to

101

me that access to plastic-free food is made more difficult by internal store policies that
ignore the Provincial policy to offer the practice. Similarly, the impetus to learn these
specific, new skills is further complicated by the lack of consistency within
municipalities. With reference to single-use bans, the Manager of Waste Services
agreed:
Some municipalities are doing single-use bags, some are looking at bags and
straws, some are using bags, straws and single-use cups… so it’s creating this
mishmash across the board and that creates a significant amount of confusion for
the businesses.
These regulatory layers of influence make plastic-free behaviour change difficult…
perhaps more difficult than it needs to be.
The grocery-shopping trip on Day Fourteen required multiple intersecting and
enabling practices, and fully exploited the ‘dimensions of space and time’ of a complex
consumer practice. I drove almost 200km and spent more than three hours, to purchase
less than $80 worth of plastic-free groceries. As a rational consumer choice it doesn’t
make sense, and I’m not sure how to reconcile the fossil fuel consumption and carbon
emissions from driving.
Is there a correct answer? I don’t know, but as the grocery bags are loaded into the
van, I feel a little excited, like someone who has been struggling to communicate in a
new language. Today I participated in a conversation!
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4.7 DAY SIXTEEN: Three Steps Forward
Mobility
Mobility as a theme was experienced in two different ways. First, the agency of plastic
packaging and the role that it performs as a ‘mobility device’ became more obvious as
the work-transfer shifted to me, and I learned a new way to ‘carry my practice’. Second,
mobility was experienced as dependency upon my vehicle to transport me to locations
that offered plastic-free food. For the interview participants, mobility was experienced as
shipping, transportation and geographic constraints. The Zero-Waste Store Owner
commented on this. She said:
Grocery in general is going to be one of the biggest changes, especially because we
live in a bit of an isolated society. When things are local it’s easier to implement
zero-waste. Anything imported is required to have proper Canadian Food
Inspection Agency labelling.
Packaging supports important labelling and also increases the products’ mobility to
ultimately end up in consumers’ hands. The narrative that follows, illustrates the
complexity of the theme name; mobility is experienced as ‘carrying my practice’ and also
as transportation to support my practice.
January 16, 2019
Every day is about food… thinking about food, trying to buy food, making food.
Actually, I have always had a thing about food. When our children were very young, my
sister would tease me that we couldn’t take them for a walk around the block without
packing snacks, but this plastic challenge has elevated my preoccupation with food to a
whole new level. Plastic-free shopping means if you want something and can’t buy it,
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you might be able to make it, so this morning I spent over 2 hours baking and cooking.
It’s already a big responsibility to buy the food for a family - the practices that intersect
for a simple grocery-shopping trip are numerous - preplanning, transportation and
financial resources are just three coordinated activities within the larger practice. But
with plastic-free shopping, you have to buy raw ingredients and then spend several more
hours turning it into recognizable food; bread, cookies, muffins. This has ratcheted up
the pressure to provide, and I’m not sure that it’s sustainable.
The disproportionate responsibility frustrates me. My family cooks too - I am not
the only one cooking and baking, but it’s not equal. There’s a reason that children
around the world ask, “Mom, is there anything to eat?”
Right now, there isn’t anything to eat, but I’m tired of multitasking and I don’t feel
like cooking, and none of my family members get home until almost 5:00pm tonight, and
I will be at work. I think about leaving a note: “please bake or cook something for
everyone to eat and enjoy.”
Hungry and tired from a long day at school, someone will read the note. “Like
what?” as they look in the fridge for inspiration. Disappointed that there’s nothing
obvious, they’ll sigh… and wander off.
That’s what I’d like to do.
Tired, I drive to the next community to check out the bakery. It’s snowing, and the
bakery windows are fogged over from the warmth inside. Cinnamon, yeast, savoury,
sweet; the smells mingle and wrap around me and I warm up while waiting in line,
excited by the options and already feeling some pressure being lifted. I order 5 samosas,
4 apple turnovers and a loaf of bread, and request that they be packaged in paper. The
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woman tells me that the bread will go stale, but I politely insist and she shrugs, snaps
open a paper bag and slides the loaf of bread in. She decides to use a cardboard box for
the samosas and turnovers, the same kind you would put a cake into. I’m happy with
these options.
Paying, I notice that the paper bread bag is ripping, and I ask her for another paper
bag so that I can double-bag it. I feel embarrassed that my choice of bags is clearly
lacking in common sense (and I know she’s thinking the same thing), but she doesn’t say
anything.
This underscores the experience of packaging as being a ‘mobility thing’. Plastic
bags, and packaging in general allows consumers to move food items easily, quickly, and
with little thought or deliberation. Grocery shopping without the convenience of plastic
bags is more challenging, as mentioned by the Owner of the Grocery Store:
I remember when plastic bags came in… they were easier than those paper bags. I
remember, how many times did you pick up the (paper) bag and the bottom would
fall out?
Indeed, paper bags are not well suited for many of the products I tried to carry, and as I
juggled the bread and the box of treats out of the warm bakery, I was reminded of this,
once again.
In the van, both paper bags are now ripping (because they’re too small for the
bread), and the bread is falling out onto the seat beside me. But the car is warm, and I
have food, and I choose to focus on this instead of the bags that I should have brought.
The golden brown turnover oozes apple and cinnamon, and I have to wipe the corner of
my mouth as I drive home through the snowstorm; the baked goods steaming my
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windows and warming my mood, and I reflect on what convenience foods mean, through
a plastic-free lens.

4.8 DAY SEVENTEEN: Two Steps Back
January 17, 2019
Armed with a few reusable bags, I’m uptown to grab some groceries and beer. My mood
is good, the grocery shopping went well and I feel aware and conscious of my actions.
Crossing the street to the bakery, I’m feeling downright cocky as I whip out my reusable
bag to purchase the messy ends of granola bars that don’t pass inspection for retail sales.
One more stop before heading home, I cross the street to the liquor store (unaware
that my conscious mind has not followed me).
In the store, I walk down the aisle and grab an
eight pack of beer, the same kind I have been
purchasing for months. After chatting with
the employee and paying for the beer, I walk
out into the sunshine and then stop, suddenly.
My conscious self realizes what has happened
in its absence, and jumps back into my head to
Figure 11: Two Steps Back

do damage control. I stand, staring in
disbelief at the plastic rings in my hand. What happened?
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How did this happen? I contemplate going back to return it. Do they take alcohol back?
What would I say? It dawns on me: this is the first time that I’ve purchased beer during
the plastic-free challenge, and my old habits are still (obviously!) firmly engaged.
Equally shocked, and fascinated with this situation, I feel like an actor in a practice
theory documentary. As a visual person, I see the camera take in my disbelief and then
zoom out to include the beer in my hand, with the liquor store behind me, and Bourdieu
(1990) in a deep voice would moderate: “When we expect changes in practices to occur
through awareness building alone, we are overestimating the agency of ideology at the
expense of practice histories” (Sahakian & Wilhite, 2013, p. 29). The high that I had
been riding 10 minutes prior, has evaporated, but strangely, I am impressed with the
demonstration of how my actions are tied to theory.

4.9 DAY EIGHTEEN: Birthday Party Plastic
January 18, 2019
It’s my daughter’s 18th birthday today (!!) and she’s having friends over tonight. She’s
excited for the evening, and I want to make sure it goes well, but unfortunately, I’ve
worked all week and haven’t had a chance to do any extra baking or cooking. This
morning I started work at 7:00am and now it’s almost 4:30pm, and I’m standing in the
grocery store, tired from working all day, and trying to figure out what groceries to buy
for a house full of hungry teenagers.
I don’t have a good feeling about this.
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I start with some carrots, peppers and celery, and a box of mandarin oranges, but
she’s expecting about 15 friends, and they need to eat more than fruits and vegetables.
Standing at the end of the chip aisle, but not quite committed to entering it, I stare down
the rows of colourful bags, willing any other plastic-free option to materialize before me.
I stand there, hopeful, but nothing happens.
Her friends will be at the house soon. Filled with a sense of regret, I start loading
my cart with all the obligatory party food: chips, then pop and juice, over to hotdogs and
buns, then the frozen aisle for pizza, and then back to the candy aisle for a few bags of
licorice and wine gums. My cart is overflowing with plastic, and in ten minutes I have
accumulated more plastic than I have in eighteen days. It’s a bit sickening, but no
different than what other people are purchasing. It feels like I’m doing something
fundamentally wrong, but no one is shocked, and at the checkout till there is no reaction
except for the friendly questions about whether I’m having a party.
The next day, I’m reflecting on my decisions and the options that hadn't been
considered. We could have ordered pizza delivery, which would have resulted in less
plastic, but the rest of the party food seemed unavoidable if the goal was to feed 15
teenagers, with only one hour to prepare. Plagued with a heavy heart and a guilt-induced
hangover, I turn to plastic-free bloggers for counselling. One quote speaks to me about
the birthday-party plastic.
“We don’t need a handful of people doing zero waste perfectly. We need millions
of people doing it imperfectly.” (Bonneau, 2019)
Taking a deep breath, I start sorting the waste into the garbage and recycling bins.
Tomorrow is a new day.
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4.10 DAY TWENTY-FOUR: Homemade
Subjective Experience
The final thematic category was the subjective experience of plastic-free shopping, and it
is within this category that the interrelated nature of practices is most evident. My
experiences were intimately tied to my self-identity as a parent and consumer, and also to
my unique circumstances. As such, the 30-day challenge revealed interesting findings.
For the interview participants, their subjective experiences were tied to their professions
and the meaning and knowledge they attributed to plastic-free shopping.
January 24, 2019
I have the day off from work, and plan to spend most of the day cooking. My goal is to
make enough so that there’s plenty of food in the fridge, and more, so that I can freeze
some for later. First up: energy balls, which take an hour to mix the ingredients, and then
roll the balls in coconut flakes. When they’re done, I have enough to divide between two
big containers - one for the fridge and the other for the freezer. Then, I start making
veggie meatballs, which are great for snacks, and while the pearl barley cooks for 40
minutes, I cut, peel, and sauté the veggies. When everything is done, I mix all the
ingredients and wait for them to cool. Then, while drinking another cup of coffee, I
spend 20 minutes rolling all the balls, and then put them in the oven to cook for 30
minutes. Every ten minutes, they get rolled around on the pan to make sure they cook
evenly. They smell earthy and savoury and when they’re done, I have almost 60 veggie
meatballs, with enough to split between the fridge and the freezer. Satisfied, I take
another sip of coffee and relax for a minute.
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Months later I learned that the Grocery Store Owner was struggling with whether
to remove the bulk coffee section from his store. He said:
You know, we looked at that bulk section yesterday, and sat there, we looked at it.
My Staff guy says, “nobody’s buying this anymore.” I told him, I’m not taking it
out. So it’s there, but it doesn’t sell anymore.
I wondered if it wasn’t selling, because it was more expensive than the pre-packaged
coffee. When I compared my weekly purchase of coffee beans from the bulk dispenser,
against the cost of a pre-packaged bag, sometimes the difference was shocking. Each
week when I would buy more coffee, this price difference bothered me, but I continued
to pay the higher cost while feeling increasingly irritated by it.
In the kitchen, I turn some music on to keep me company, and now, with the oven
free, I take a bunch of potatoes from the fridge and ‘fork’ them with holes before putting
them in the oven to bake. Pulling a big bowl out of the cupboard, I grab a recipe book
from the bookshelf and flip to my favourite granola recipe. The ski resort near us created
this granola recipe, and it’s so good it’s famous on the Internet. All the ingredients go
into one bowl, which makes it fast to assemble. When it’s ready, I spread it onto a big
cookie sheet and then put it in the oven, on the rack above the potatoes. The oven is
occupied for an hour now, so I fill a small pot on top of the stove to make rice, for rice
pudding. Deep in thought, I do a quick inventory of my progress so far: energy balls,
veggie meatballs, baked potatoes, granola, and rice pudding. I need to make some big
dinner thing, big enough so that there are leftovers. Lasagna maybe? Veggie shepherd's
pie? I decide to go with lasagna, and take a large pot from the drawer and start filling it
with water to cook the noodles. Pulling a box of lasagna noodles from the cupboard, I
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cut the small plastic square from the box, before placing the cardboard in the recycling
bin, and the plastic in the audit box. The rice water is boiling over, making a hissing
sound on the stove as the water dances on the heat, so I add the rice, turn it down and
cover it with a lid. The timer goes off: the granola needs to be stirred on the sheet, so I
pull it out. Using a wooden spoon to mix it, the cinnamon, oats, apple and maple waft
from the oven before it goes back in for another 15 minutes, when I’ll pull it out and stir
it again.
The rice is cooked, so I stir it and let it sit for a few minutes while I gather the
ingredients. This is a great recipe for breakfast, snacks and comfort eating on a cold
winter night, and my girls have grown up eating this inexpensive and healthy pudding.
To the rice, I add oat milk, raisins, vanilla, slivered almonds, cinnamon, honey and salt. I
stir, taste, add more honey and cinnamon, and then let it sit on the stovetop to cool. The
timer is going off again: I pull the granola out and mix it. I’ll do this two more times,
and then both the granola and baked potatoes will be done.
My feet hurt from standing, but I want to get this all done. In a frying pan, I sauté
onions and garlic and then add chopped spinach, mushrooms and zucchini. The house is
starting to smell like Thanksgiving. I pull a rectangular baking dish down from the shelf
and line the bottom with a layer of the cooked lasagna noodles. Tomato sauce is poured
into the frying pan with the vegetables, and then when the mixture is hot and blended, I
spoon half of it onto the layer of noodles in the baking dish. I grate some mozzarella
cheese and layer it above the vegetables and sauce, but only on one side, as I have to
create a non-dairy side to the lasagna: another layer of noodles, the rest of the topping
mixture, more cheese, then a final layer of noodles. To finish, I thinly slice three
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tomatoes and place the slices side by side, on the top, and then more cheese covering half
again. Some salt, Italian seasoning and pepper and it’s ready to go in the oven, just as the
granola and baked potatoes are coming out. I set the timer for 45 minutes and cover the
baking dish with a cookie pan to prevent it from drying out, and then look at the clock to
see what time it is. By the time the lasagna comes out, I will have spent almost five
hours cooking.
Finally, I make a cup of peppermint tea and sit down with some of the energy balls
I made this morning. They’re yummy; chocolaty, nutty, peanut butter-y rolled in
coconut. The warm tea feels good too, and the sharp peppermint is calming. The
experience of making almost everything from scratch has made me question the meaning
of ‘homemade’. I’m not so sure what homemade is, anymore. A lifetime of veggie
burgers were all store bought and vacuum packed in plastic, and the buns came in plastic
bags. Is that homemade if I really just assembled it at home? If the word has evolved so
that it means, ‘made at home’, does that mean that one could open a bag of frozen tater
tots, make some dip and declare it, ‘homemade’? Is homemade food defined by an
amount of effort, or time, or how it’s assembled? What is homemade in an era of plastic
packaging?
The lasagna is starting to fill the kitchen with a savoury warm aroma, and I check
on it quickly before making another cup of tea. I love so many things about my
relationship with cooking, but it’s been negatively impacted by this challenge. I cook
alone before I go to work, and I feel pressure to get it done before I have to leave. A
creeping sense of isolation (and depression?) has made itself known and I think a lot
about what my great-grandmother would have felt. Did she feel burdened or lonely, or
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overwhelmed with the responsibility? Or, without ever knowing what ‘convenience’ felt
like, and no work outside the home, would she have regarded cooking all day, as her
work? Would I feel differently if I didn’t go to work? I tell a younger co-worker that I
feel like Laura Ingalls’ mother, and she says, “Who?” Even our cultural references to
sustainable living and homemade food, are disappearing, as plastic packaging has
removed the need for skills and competence, and the ability to look after ourselves.
The concept that, ‘what’s old is new again’ was a central part of the conversations
with the interview participants. Plastic-free shopping requires not just the consumer to
relearn forgotten skills, but also the retailers. The Zero-Waste Store Owner said:
Now we have to educate people about keeping things sanitary, how you clean
things, how do you reuse in a responsible way?
Similarly, the Manager of Waste Services said:
I think we need to help people, when they’ve had that ‘aha’ moment, help them,
give them opportunities, show them, “this is how you change your behaviours.”
Small incremental changes can ultimately make a difference, and I think that’s
something that we need to help support and educate more on.
However, the Owner of the Grocery Store wasn’t sure if plastic-free change was possible,
without the necessary political, structural and socio-cultural changes to support the
practice. He said:
I know everybody wants to go zero-waste, and I’m with everybody. If we can get
there… I don’t know if we’ll ever get there. You gotta remember, everything
comes packaged. Everything comes in a box, or a bag.
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I also wonder how the volume of work that a plastic-free practice requires, will influence
the success of it as a social norm. How will we reconcile our need to work outside the
home, with our need to eat more sustainably? When this plastic-free challenge is over,
how will I reconcile and integrate the increased pressure, with my desire to eliminate
plastic?

4.11 DAY TWENTY-FIVE: Everything Old Is New Again

January 25, 2019
I’m attending a conference in a large city, and before I left home I researched whether the
community had a grocery store that permitted bulk shopping with jars. I was happy to
see that it does, and I made sure to bring my box of jars and bags that are now always
clean and ready for use. Once in the store I take my jars to the cashier, and then he
inspects them for cleanliness and weighs them for me, attaching a small sticker to each
jar to indicate the weight. The store is huge and clean, and I notice foods that I can’t buy
in my community: bulk bins of chips, pretzels, crackers, snack food, candy. I wish I had
brought more bags and containers.
Twenty minutes later I’m finished. The same cashier weighs my purchases, and
because I brought my own containers I receive a discount. The cashier is practiced at
inputting the product code minus the weight of the jars, and we chat in a friendly manner.
I feel relaxed, and if I’m being honest, there is a smug sense of knowing that I’m
demonstrating how cool I am; a feeling of messing with the mainstream and giving the
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finger to ‘normal’. I feel like clapping, but instead, I casually put all the jars back into
the box and thank the cashier as I leave.
I think I might be swaggering a bit as I cross the parking lot. The experience feels
not quite unconscious and habitual, not quite ‘normal’, but not overly challenging either.
In the van, I note that I am not stressed, anxious or embarrassed.
Recognizing this milestone, I start singing James Brown’s song, my body dancing
in the seat: “I feel good, na na na na na na na, I knew that I would, da na na na na na
na...”
Smiling, I celebrate with a handful of dried mango.
Prior to the challenge, the abundance of colourful packaging indicated that we were
keeping up with important social and cultural norms, and as a family, we were
demonstrating our membership. More specifically, the abundance of food meant that I
was doing a good job, and the data illuminated how closely I associated my role as a
provider, with my role as a consumer. As this identity shifted, I observed my behaviours
becoming more competent and skilled as the challenge progressed.
Months later, I reflected on the success of this particular day; how ‘doable’ the
process had felt. It was a window into a world where plastic-free shopping was not only
possible, but also easy and convenient. I wondered why it could be so easy in one store,
and so difficult in another. The Public Health Officer indicated that conventional stores
are reluctant to introduce plastic-free practices because of “food safety fear” and even
though the Province supports the practice, stores “may still not be comfortable with it.”
As a result, consumers are still dependent upon the stores’ level of competence to
support the practice. The Grocery Store Owner confirmed this, when he said, “Oh yeah,
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I’m making a choice for them” about the options that are presented to the consumer. My
conversations and experiences therefore, demonstrated that my practices are
interconnected with ‘other’ practices and norms and not only bound to what I can learn
and demonstrate, they are intimately connected to institutions and regulations that limit
or prohibit the desired goal.

4.12 DAY THIRTY: In the Bag
In this final narrative, the significant themes of the research come together as
interconnected practices working together to support my new practice. Drawing on new
skills, I accessed package-free food using the new tools for the job. To get to the store
required a significant commitment of time, in order to drive the long distance to the
neighbouring community. My vehicle, and the mobility that it permits, made the
shopping possible. Finally, the subjective experience of the shopping was felt
emotionally as I reflected on the changes in behaviour and my self-identity, as a result of
the 30-day challenge.
January 30, 2019
Today is the last day of my plastic-free challenge, and to celebrate, I’m going bulk
shopping as a way to end the month on a high note, and reflect on my new skills. My
daughter and I take the day to drive to the neighbouring community, which has a grocery
store with a large bulk section. We bring our jars too, so that we can go to the other store
to get tofu, shampoo, and conditioner and dish soap. Excited, I’m looking forward to
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demonstrating how to shop plastic-free, and we’re prepared with lots of bags, a pen,
paper, our iPhones and reusable bags to carry everything out.
Once we’re in the store, we chat about strategies and things for her to think about,
including the value of a paper mushroom bag. In the bulk aisle, she cruises the options
and notes what she wants to buy. I decide to spare her the awkward clumsiness of this
new practice and fast track her plastic-free behaviours by splitting the tasks. I will fill the
bags, and she will note the bin number using the Notes app on her phone, to record what
we purchase. Confident and practiced, my body and mind are in sync, and I feel like an
actor on opening night as I demonstrate how to transform the shopping practice.
Together we decide what we want, and I fill the mesh bags, tying the top of each
bag into a knot so that nothing spills out. She notes the item and bin code in her phone.
We start at one end of the aisle and reach the other end, our cart growing full with bags
of oats, sugar, spices, muesli, rice, flour, nuts and seeds, dried fruit, candy, grains and
pasta. I show her how to keep fine grains from leaking through the mesh fabric, by
placing the whole reusable bag into a paper mushroom bag. It goes much more quickly
than normal with the two of us working together, and because I’ve practiced the
behaviours, it’s a fairly smooth process.
When we’ve run out of bags, we cruise the rest of the aisles looking for other items
that we need, but it doesn’t feel like the same adventure to buy pre-packaged items.
Somehow the colourful boxes and bags feel like a sell-out, and neither of us feels like
buying them. Reflecting on this change, I marvel at how the meanings have shifted.
Whereas a cart full of groceries in all it’s crinkly, colourful glory used to represent
success, accomplishment, and prosperity, now when I look at the food in our cart I see
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nothing but faceless mesh bags, with no marketing, advertising or plastic. Incredibly,
that has become the mark of success.
When we’ve had enough looking, we head to the checkout. Before unloading the
bags, we’ve organized them to correspond with the order on my daughter’s iPhone, and
as I unload them onto the conveyor, she confirms the item and reads off the bin number
to the cashier. We work efficiently, but our demeanour is casual and confident - knowing
that we’re behaving outside of the norm, and that the people behind us are watching. It’s
a funny feeling: you know you’re acting strangely but you want to pull it off as normal,
motivated by the heady sense of pro-environmental ‘one-upmanship’ that cannot be
denied.
With ease, my daughter moves down to start bagging the groceries into our
reusable bags. As I am paying, I see the man behind me regarding the bulk bags on the
conveyor. He nods at them and asks, “Where did you get those bags?”
We chat about the options, both online and at different grocery and kitchen stores.
“I’d like to buy some, so that I can be a role model for my son.” His head tips
slightly towards my daughter.
I feel a rush of affirmation and I am struck by my participation in changing social
norms, not just for myself, but also for my family and the individuals that I encounter.
My breath hitches in my throat and I feel a bit overwhelmed by his words, and humbled
by how the perception of what makes me a good parent has changed. As I finish paying
we chat about the challenges of habit and how it gets easier. Glancing at my daughter, I
see that she’s loaded the reusable bags into the cart, and she’s waiting. She looks
relaxed, and confident. Grateful for this experience, the word ‘easy’ comes to mind, and
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we leave the store, feeling elated that our behaviours have been perceived in such a
flattering way.
I look at my daughter as we cross the parking lot. I can see that she feels like ‘the
cool kid’ as she reflects on the experience. I know how she feels, and without speaking,
we both smile.
4.13 Results of the Plastic Audits
The 30-day challenge was complete. At home, our recycling bin was almost
empty and the audit box was very full. When February (2019) passed, we were able to
compare the two audits to observe the differences.
The plastic waste from January (2019) was stored in a large box, and the plastic
waste from February (2019) fit in a large sized coffee can.

Figure 12: January (2019) Plastic Audit

Figure 2: February (2019) Plastic Audit

The audits provided important and revealing information about my new habits.
Figure 12 illustrates the results of the challenge month (January 2019) and reveals the
plastic packaging that I participated in consuming. Figure 13 illustrates the following
month (February 2019) and reveals the changes in consumption.
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Viewed together, these photographs illustrate two important points. First, the
photographs illustrate a number of successful plastic-free behaviours as indicated by the
absence of items. Figure 12 reveals many products that I considered staple items in my
diet, including packaged herbs and spices, grains, pasta, coffee, bread and tofu products.
In Figure 13, the absence of many of these staple items is noticeable, and therefore
indicates that I was able to source them from alternative grocery locations. Also, Figure
13 illustrates the shopping behaviours that I was still working on in February, as
indicated by the pre-packaged coffee filters, cheese, toilet paper, international foods, and
items that I felt forced to purchase for reasons of convenience, time, or necessity.
Finally, the photographs reveal that I did not reduce my plastic consumption as much as I
had thought possible.
Shopping habits are difficult to change because they are also interconnected with
other normative practices that may limit sustainable alternatives. This is evident in
Figure 13: coffee filters, toilet paper and tofu products are normative practices in my
household, and very difficult to purchase without plastic packaging. However, the audits
also revealed to me that 30 days is not a sufficient length of time to adequately address
complicated behavioural habits, and as a result, a few items, like toilet paper, are still on
my plastic-free ‘to do’ list. Consistent with the data from the audits, plastic-free
shopping holds potential to improve the environmental performance of consumers, but its
potential is restricted by the limited plastic-free product range, and the dominant cultural
norms of convenience. In theory, I was experiencing success with the new practice, but
in practical terms, I was experiencing doubt about whether my new practice was
sustainable.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

5.1 Revisiting the Study
Society’s reliance on single-use plastic has created an environmental crisis that is linked
to high levels of marine pollution (Bartolotta & Hardy, 2018; Jambeck et al., 2015) and
ecological devastation (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2018). As a result, plastic-free
shopping is attracting attention as a consumer trend (Rapp et al., 2017) for its potential to
address the environmental concerns and re-frame the practice of grocery shopping to
make it more sustainable (Zeiss, 2018). To understand the challenges and opportunities
of the practice, this study set out to document the plastic-free shopping phenomenon
from a personal perspective. Themes were drawn from the research data and then woven
together with information from the interview transcripts to gain a more holistic
perspective of how my plastic-free experiences evolved within a larger socio-cultural
context. In doing so, I consider the broader implications of these findings and the
contributions that these experiences can offer to wider plastic-free, sustainability
discourses.
5.2 Is My New Practice Sustainable?
To understand if my new practice had become more or less sustainable, I utilized recrafting practice (Spurling et al., 2013), to determine how the changes in behaviour had
resulted in an overall reduction of resources. These findings are illustrated in Table 1, on
the following page.
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Table 1: Re-Crafting My Practice
Re-Crafting My Practice
Theme

Tools

Problem
Framing1

Competency
Before2

Different tools
needed

Medium. Only
used reusable
bags for
carrying
groceries

Limited
plastic-free
product
options

Low. Some
effort, but
constrained by
the availability
of product

Time

Increased
demands for
cooking

Meaning3

Material4

"Not part of my
practice"

Purchase
reusable bulk
bags, collect
glass jars,
repurpose mason
jars

Plastic-free is a
better behaviour
for the
environment

Plastic
packaging is
problematic material and
meaning blend

High.
Convenience
cooking and
traditional
cooking

Modern, capable

Food is reduced
to ingredients,
requiring more
time to cook
from scratch

Skills

Plastic-free
behaviours
feel foreign

Low. Limited
experience

Awkward,
confrontational,
antiestablishment

Learn to use
new materials at
the stores, in the
home

Mobility

Have to drive
further

Low. No
experience

Not
environmental

Access to a
vehicle

Increased
responsibility,
isolation

Low. Thought
the practice
would be more
about plastic
and less about
cooking

Gender issues.
Positions plasticfree as a decision
between plastic
and increased
domestic
responsibility

Heat & Serve,
plastic-free
foods would be
beneficial for
diffusion of the
practice

Access

Subjective
Experience

Competency
After5

Analysis6

Reduction
in
Resources7

High

Repeated use and
efficiency, but
permitted use of
reusable containers
in all stores would
maximize potential

Yes

Medium

Learned new
behaviours resulting
in better access. Two
categories would
improve
performance: Heat &
Serve foods and
permission to use
reusable containers
in all stores

Yes / No

High

Practice requires a
significant amount of
time. On average I
spent 2-3 hours per
day to ensure there
was 'ready to eat'
food available.

No

Medium

Behaviours do not
feel foreign, and I
am more confident,
but not able to use
reusable containers
in all stores.

Yes

Medium

Rebound Effect.
Less plastic but
increased driving =
increase in
consumption.

No

Medium

Rebound Effect.
Less plastic, but
increased domestic
responsibility.
Rating
acknowledges both
success and issues
that concern me.

Yes / No

1

Problem Framing: The primary ‘problem’ within each theme, with respect to plastic-free shopping
Competency Before: My competency rated, as low, medium or high, to establish a base line for plastic-free shopping
3
Meaning: What each problem meant to me, prior to re-crafting, to understand how the meaning changed as a result of re-crafting the
‘problem’
4
Material: Demonstrates how the ‘problem’ began to transform through re-crafting, as I introduced new materials
5
Competency After: I rated my competency at the end of the 30-days, as low, medium or high, to reflect the change in my ability to
confidently, and competently demonstrate new behaviours.
6
Analysis: Provides a brief analysis of whether my competency had changed, and why I rated myself the way I did
7
Reduction in Resources: A ‘yes’ rating indicates a reduction of resources; did the practice become easier? Was I more competent?
A ‘no’ rating indicates concern for the finding; more driving and more time required for the practice were a subsequent increase in
resources.
2
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5.2.1 Tools and Skills
The themes of tools and skills resulted in the most change as noted by my subjective
competency ratings. The tools theme changed from ‘medium’ (before the challenge) to
‘high’ (after the challenge) due to adopting new materials (bags and jars) to perform the
practice, and learning to become competent with their use. The frequent opportunities
for practice laid a solid foundation for the development of habit and influenced my future
practice to be more sustainable. The ability to use these tools is demonstrated by new
skills, which received a subjective rating of ‘low’ before the challenge, to a ‘medium’
competency at the end. This assessment was because the majority of grocery stores do
not permit the use of jars, limiting my ability to practice on a daily basis. Only these two
themes - tools and skills - resulted in an overall reduction of resources.

5.2.2 Access and Subjective Experience
The themes of access and subjective experience were more complicated to analyze. My
ability to access package-free food was limited, and although I wanted to practice new
behaviours, the lack of options limited my ability to become more competent. There
were foods that I could not avoid purchasing: mayonnaise and cheese being two
examples. As a result, access to package-free foods resulted in a ‘low’ to ‘medium’
rating for change in competency, but a ‘yes/no’ rating for a reduction in resources. These
ratings acknowledge that a greater variety of package-free convenience foods and
permission to use reusable containers in the grocery store would further reduce the
resources and increase sustainability. The theme of subjective experience received a
similar competency rating change, from ‘low’ before the challenge, to ‘medium’ after the
challenge. This rating was due to the conflicting feelings that I experienced during the
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challenge. My emotions were amplified by the demands of the research; my multiple
roles were as if I were two people: watching myself, while I was watching my actions.
This ‘double duty’ became the framework for examining my feelings in response to
wider cultural concepts and I discovered that the non-linear and messy approach to
introspection and cultural analysis illuminated the ‘mental gymnastics’ that I found
myself performing.
In this category, the rebound effect was most noticeable: whereby changes in one
practice can cause changes in another, and can sometimes lead to an overall increase in
total consumption (Sahakian & Wilhite, 2013). This was most keenly felt in two areas:
the overall increase in domestic work and the need to drive long distances to secure
package-free food. I did experience an increase in competency, as reflected in my rating
from ‘low to medium’, but I was not comfortable with this outcome. I came to resent
spending hours in the kitchen, and the experience of driving for over two hours to go
shopping left me conflicted. As a result, the themes of ‘access’ and ‘subjective
experience’ both received a ‘yes/no’ rating for a reduction in resources.

5.2.3 Time and Mobility
The themes of time and mobility demonstrate the complexities of re-crafting a practice.
In the time theme, I noted my competency as ‘high’ to ‘high’, because I am a competent
cook and my cooking skills did not change. However, what did change was the amount
of time needed to perform the necessary cooking. Here, the distributed agency of the
packaging was removed, and the work that had been done by the plastic shifted to me.
This illuminated the challenges of harnessing the distributed nature of agency over more
than one element of a practice, and left me feeling exhausted as I tried to keep up with
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the demands (Fuentes et al., 2019). Reluctantly, I had to acknowledge that the impact on
my time rendered this category unsustainable, resulting in a ‘no’ for a reduction in
resources. The theme of mobility suffered the same analysis. Re-crafting practice asks
whether there has been a reduction in overall resources after applying strategies to make
the practice more sustainable. To accomplish my goal of purchasing package-free food, I
had to drive long distances to access a wide range of bulk foods. The increased need for
transportation was in direct conflict with my goal of becoming a more sustainable
shopper, but the interrelated nature of the two practices made it impossible to accomplish
one without the other. I had become more competent within the category - viewing the
long drive as a more normal part of my practice - but this behaviour resulted in a ‘no’ for
overall resource reduction.
The research, therefore, revealed concerning implications for my personal
sustainability, and also for the practice as a whole. This was partly due to the challenges
of demonstrating behaviours that are considered good, and morally right, within a sociocultural norm that makes these behaviours difficult. Cognitively, plastic-free shopping is
positive, social change behaviour, but because the practice is difficult, it doesn’t always
feel good. In fact, it often made me feel quite badly. As I witnessed my daily practices
shifting to accommodate the additional demands of the practice, slowly, what had started
as, “an expression of individual environmental commitment” (Shove, 2003, p. 395)
transformed into a relentless amount of work.
Finally, analyzing the themes through the lens of re-crafting practice allowed me to
understand the complexities of practice theory, and the interrelated nature of my
behaviours and habits. This analysis underscored the dynamic relationships within the
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practice of plastic-free shopping, and the complex causal interactions that result. Efforts
to change elements of my practice produced numerous behavioural benefits, with a
significant decrease in the consumption of plastic packaging. However, some changes
resulted in rebound effects that increased my overall consumption, and decreased my
personal sustainability.

5.3 Practice-ing Behaviour Change
In this study, social practice theory provided the guiding theoretical framework from
which to view my efforts at plastic-free behaviour change. Drawing on Hargreaves
(2011) assertion that practice theory represents, “a wholly different paradigm of social
research than that found in linear models of behaviour” (p. 11) the framework
acknowledged the complex variables of my ‘everyday’ attempts at plastic-free grocery
shopping (Warde, 2005). My experiences became textbook examples from practice
theory discourse. My efforts at sustainable consumption were motivated by proenvironment intentions, but many of the social norms and the context in which I live,
prevented and/or restricted my ability to demonstrate my pro-environmental intentions
(Hargreaves, 2011). Scholars, including Giddens (1984) and Sahakian and Wilhite
(2013) have acknowledged these challenges and maintain that while environmental
awareness is important in attempting to make changes, as social actors, our lives are
largely influenced by our socio-contextual environment. Adding to the difficulties of
social change, Shove (2003) argued that, “these ordinary ways of life” (p. 395) are part of
wider social structures designed to maintain the status quo. Hence, according to Warde
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(2005) bringing about pro-environmental consumption practices depends less on the
individual's intention and more on the ability to transform the context of the practice.
Therefore, the future success of the practice is dependent upon the grocery store
context. A transformation of grocery store and food supply practices will be challenging,
and according to Beitzen-Heineke et al., (2017) it is not clear what the benefit will be to
the grocery store. Their research revealed that the practices of many conventional
grocery stores actually limit, rather than support, sustainable practices, because of the
economic and structural threats that these new practices pose to conventional grocery
business models. However, during the course of this study, (approximately one year) I
did observe more institutionalized strategies that were implemented specifically to
support more sustainable consumption. These changes illustrated, “how practices form,
how they are reproduced, maintained, stabilized, challenged and ultimately killed off”
(Hargreaves, 2011, p. 11). Exciting to observe, they were visual and practical evidence
of the power of social media and social change.
The participants felt the same way: each of them confirmed that their industries
were introducing informational and structural intervention strategies, designed to change
consumer practices and promote more sustainable shopping. Some of these opportunities
were new business practices for the grocery store, including; the introduction of
fibreboards in the deli, bread that was being sold in paper bags, and cotton produce bags
available for sale. Additionally, the grocery store expanded the bulk section; established
a supplier for plastic-free herbs, introduced a line of plastic-free body care products and
began to sell beeswax wraps. The zero-waste grocery store opened in a small
community, and within six months had expanded its product options. In a larger context,
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many municipalities and regional districts were challenging their legal right to ban plastic
bags in their communities. Within my own community, stores and citizens responded
willingly, and initiated a voluntary community ‘policy’ of eliminating single-use plastic
bags. Hence, while my behaviours were internally motivated, the development of my
new habits was permitted (and supported) by these institutional changes. Warde (2005)
argued that this is an example of how social practice theory works: rather than placing
the focus for change on the individual, in this case, the grocery stores and community
transformed the practice of shopping to be more sustainable.

5.4 Deconstructing The 30-Day Challenge
The process of learning plastic-free behaviours was not a linear trajectory, as noted by
Perera et al. (2016) who said that the path to green consumption behaviours is not
unidirectional, and practitioners will transition through behaviour change multiple
times. Almost everyday I experienced ‘doing things’ without thinking (Barr et al., 2005;
Schatzki, 2001a), and on several occasions I found my plastic-free purchasing behaviours
regressing, not as a conscious decision, but as a function of habitual reflex (Stern, 2000).
Additionally, behaviour change in one category would influence my behaviour in the
next category and, as a result, my behavioural response became a bit like a lived version
of ‘whac-a-mole’. Scholars, including Schatzki (2002) have referred to this
understanding of multiple intersecting practices, as ‘assemblages’, wherein parts of a
practice may become detached, and then become a component of another practice. In
other words, when I focussed on one element of my practice, other elements would ‘pop
up’ with unexpected consequences (Sahakian & Wilhite, 2013) complete with their own
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requirements for new behaviours and actions. These ripple effects caused my learning to
loop back and forth between the different thematic categories, and, as noted by Reckwitz
(2002) and Hargreaves (2011), I struggled to learn not just one practice, but also the
multiple practices that intersected each other.
Ultimately, this process revealed the complexities of a plastic-free practice and
allowed me to answer the research questions. Prior to the study, I had assumed that
describing the behavioural changes would result in obvious answers. For instance, I
assumed that I would learn to bring my reusable bags to the store by keeping an extra one
in my purse, and another in the car, but I also learned more specific behaviours that only
revealed themselves through analysis of the data. These included writing the bin code on
the paper bag before filling it, keeping a box of clean jars, lids and a felt marker by the
door, and organizing all the bulk bags in my cart before approaching the checkout. These
findings were consistent with Holt (1995) who argued that as consumers learn new
‘green’ behaviours that are different from the mainstream, the learning involves
behavioural change and integration, and the symbolic use of new objects (Perera et al.,
2016). However, when I reflected on this process, I realized that these were the
outcomes of behavioural change. In other words, these behaviours were the end
result. What I wanted to understand was what aspect of my practice had changed to
nurture and support these new habits. Therefore, the real behaviours that guide my
plastic-free practice and contribute to the transformation towards more sustainable
grocery shopping are described in the following pages.
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5.4.1 Think Outside The (Grocery Store) Box
I discovered the importance of thinking ‘outside the box’ or in this case, the modern
grocery store. In their study on environmentally friendly food behaviours, Hoek et al.
(2017) indicated that modern grocery stores define a consumer’s food choices, for
reasons of convenience and access to a wide range of products. Plastic-free shopping,
however, is the antithesis of convenience shopping (Fuentes et al., 2019; Zeiss,
2018). To achieve my goals, studies by Severson (2018) and Johnson (2013) suggested
that I shift my perspective away from conventional stores and look for smaller,
specialized stores and farmers’ markets, rich with localized food experiences and
conscious consumption. Viewed through this lens, I discovered small independent stores
that were more supportive of my consumer goals and facilitated plastic-free shopping to a
greater degree than the large stores (Zeiss, 2018).
The interview participants confirmed that plastic-free shopping links the domestic
sphere with the economy, environment, and society (Gibson et al., 2011; Organo et al.,
2013) and noted how individual sustainability practice is influenced by business practice
and various levels of governance (Buckingham & Kulcar, 2009). Adding to this
discourse, Keller and Ruus (2014) posited that the need exists for a wider range of
institutions, including grocery stores and government bodies to be involved in sustainable
consumer behaviours. The interview participants provided important context to what
plastic-free shopping behaviours were, and were not possible, within the constraints of
my community and region, underscoring the interdependency of social actors and the
dynamics of sustainable food consumption (Halkier, 2009). Thus, while I could not
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accomplish the volume of practical plastic-free behaviour change that I had hoped to, I
experienced related shifts in perspective that had a profound impact on my practice.

5.4.2 Be A Conscious Shopper
30-Day Challenges are designed to change both the context and behaviour of an
ingrained habit for a specified period of time (Luskin, 2017), by creating an environment
in which learning new behaviour becomes the focus (Scott, 2018). My plastic-free
behaviours were in stark contrast to my conventional shopping behaviours, as noted by
Warde (2005) who confirmed that most consumption occurs as a routine task with little
thought or deliberation. The Grocery Store Owner admitted that grocery business
practices influence consumer behaviour, by making a choice for them. This can be
problematic for consumers who desire sustainable grocery options.
Therefore, under these conditions, I had to adopt an intense reflexivity that slowed
the process of shopping to an activity that resembled a slow motion film; each decision
was considered, and then confirmed or rejected based on its packaging. This process was
identified by Ortner (1989) who said that to change a habit a consumer needs to identify
all of the agentive aspects, or pillars (Shove et al., 2012) of a particular practice, which,
“may raise uncomfortable feelings” (Zeiss, 2018, p. 22). Indeed, during this initial phase
of learning, a simple trip to the grocery store required an exhaustive level of mental
energy as I struggled to learn how to use new materials, change old meanings and
develop new competencies (Shove et al., 2012).
This was tiresome at first, but according to Lave (1991), learning a new social
practice involves an understanding of what needs to be learned, and then active
participation in the practice. Slowly, the wide range of emotions and moods that I
131

experienced stabilized with the meanings I now associated with my practice, and I was
able to accomplish a number of my end goals. Conversely, when I felt forced to
purchase plastic packaging, I did so with a new awareness of the cumulative amount of
plastic that I was consuming (Perrera et al., 2016). Rather than feeling powerless, I made
conscious decisions about each purchase in what Kennedy et al (2009) referred to as
‘environmentally supportive behaviour’. They noted that one of the most significant
influences for consumers, who bought food with less packaging waste, was their
perception of what other consumers within their social environment, were doing.
The interview participants referenced these shifts. The Manager of Waste Services
said, “changing social norms, we’re starting to see a shift, and single use plastics is just
one small part of it” and, more specifically, the Zero-Waste Store Owner indicated that
her store is quite busy: “every month, there’s just more and more people coming.” These
observations were also noted in the journal entries; many individuals that I spoke with
during the research process were positively influenced to start their own, plastic-free
journey. Hence, the findings of this study confirm that ongoing promotion of plastic-free
shopping and its potential success rests upon assumptions about what other consumers in
society are doing (Halkier, 2009). Consequently, aspects of my practice began to reflect
the behaviours of the social media influencers who had inspired this study; and just as
social pressure had positively influenced my behaviours, demonstrating my new practice
became a powerful way to stimulate pro-environmental change in others (Sahakian &
Wilhite, 2013).
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5.4.3 Accept Inconvenience
The concepts of convenience, and inconvenience, became fundamental to the
understanding and analysis of the research. Several scholars, including Fuentes et al.
(2019) and Zeiss (2018) have described the practice as inconvenient, problematic and
complicated. The findings from this study support their assessment; plastic-free
shopping is not easy. However, the research also illuminated the connection between
convenience, modern shopping practices and global plastic pollution (Leonard, 2010) and
while I lamented the loss of frozen pasta, I began to internalize the idea that what makes
life easy, is not always best (Wu, 2018). Indeed, plastic packaging makes grocery
shopping easier and more convenient, but according to many scholars (Geyer et al., 2017;
Jambeck et al., 2015; Leonard, 2010) a critical need exists to reconsider this relationship,
in order to address plastic pollution (Ericksen, 2017).
Instead, I tried not to allow convenience to be the value that transcended all others
(Wu, 2018), in an effort to stop seeing inconvenience as something that I wanted to
eliminate from my life. Instead, I made an effort to adopt a benign acceptance that the
food products simply, ‘did not apply to me’, and, as my green consumption practices
(Perrera et al., 2016) became more normal, I learned to live without items that I had
previously purchased on a weekly basis. While still challenging, this transformation is
acknowledged by Shove (2003) who agreed that, “domestic consumption and practice
intimately links in reproducing what people take to be normal and, for them, ordinary
ways of life” (p. 395). I felt less ‘hard done by’ and made peace with the products that I
could not purchase in much the same way a consumer who has a food allergy would; the
meaning had changed and the product was no longer an option. Similarly, as I practiced
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the new behaviour, the more rewarded I felt, because according to Wu (2018) my actions
were consciously motivated by meaningful resistance for social change. Zeiss (2018)
agreed, noting that small, individual pro-environmental behaviour changes can be a
driver of change for social practices, “with positive consequences for sustainability” (p.
25). Eventually, the challenges of my grocery practice became part of my grocery
practice, and as my competency increased, the degree to which these inconveniences
bothered me, decreased.

5.4.4 Repetition is Key
Findings from this research acknowledge the importance of repetition (Wilhite, 2010) as
the key to becoming slowly, “released from the grip of habitual practices” (Shove et al.,
2012, p. 109). Plastic-free behaviours that were not regularly practiced were harder to
accomplish because the physical and mental routines had not been established. Once the
behaviours had become routinized (Reckwitz, 2002) pro-environmental behaviour was
considered integral to the practice (Halkier, 2009). I experienced this feeling of
normative engagement with greater confidence as I demonstrated behaviours that went,
“against the current social order” (DeLeon, 2010, p. 409). Additionally, the routinization
of these new behaviours allowed periodic relief from the intense reflexivity required of
learning a new practice (Shove et al., 2012).
Relevant to this process is that the easy relationship between reflexivity and
routinization largely depends on the support of societal institutions, including grocery
stores and regulatory bodies and governance (Halkier, 2009). Data from the interview
transcripts supports the assertion by Beitzen-Heineke et al. (2017) that these institutions
are ‘gatekeepers’ and hold important power to either induce positive change, or enforce
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existing norms. In agreement, Fuentes et al. (2019) and Zeiss (2018) asserted that while
consumers can make inroads into plastic-free shopping, greater levels of normalized
behaviours are in direct conflict with the existing complex crossing of grocery-industry
practices. This constraint was obvious within the data for this study: while some aspects
of my practice became comfortably routine, it was only because the stores that I
frequented allowed me to practice certain behaviours; while many behaviours that I
wanted to practice, were not permitted.

5.5 Ripple Effects
It is relevant to consider the ripple effects that I experienced as a result of these
behavioural changes. Some were experienced as positive. For example, I felt the
cognitive accomplishment of learning a new skill, and pride that I was influencing other
people to consider their shopping habits (Zeiss, 2018). I also learned how to eliminate
many plastic packages from the weekly grocery list, and discovered a new world of
small, independent stores that I was able to create personal relationships with. I also
learned how to use new tools, in order to take full advantage of the potential found in the
bulk section of most grocery stores. Closely linked to these feelings of accomplishment,
however, were the ripple effects that I experienced as problematic, due to the, “timeintensive nature of sustainable practices” (Organo et al., 2013, p. 570).

5.5.1 Plastic-Free Shopping And The Domestic Sphere
My journal entries revealed personal details about the challenges of introducing and
implementing plastic-free behaviours in my home, and the overwhelming sense of
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responsibility that ensued. My plastic-free practice meant that there was very little food,
and without the abundance of colourful packaging to validate my ability to provide, I felt
that my family had lost our ties to ‘normal’. Through this lens, I understood that my
initial response to consuming less was felt personally and emotionally because I was
moving against the current of social norms, and in effect, alienating my family from our
own culture. Additionally, the lack of premade food meant that I spent a great deal of
time each day, planning, cooking and baking, in order to ensure there was food to eat.
This experience was compounded by the fact that I was also trying to balance these
demands, with those of family life and employment.
These experiences are consistent with research by Pink (2004) and Organo et al.
(2013) who observed the potential for sustainability practices to add another burden to
domestic labour. Organo et al. (2013) noted that employment undermines the potential
for many domestic sustainability initiatives because they are time-intensive, and when
there is a conflict of time, subsistence needs (such as food), take priority. Another study
noted that the, “lack of time can serve as a potential constraint to participation in
environmentally supportive behaviour” (Kennedy et al., 2009 p. 154). However, because
my sustainability initiative was inextricably connected to the need to eat, I could not view
my efforts as elective, or even leisure: plastic-free sustainability and food were
essentially the same thing. Hence, while it was a financial necessity to work, it was also
a basic necessity to juggle the plastic-free research to ensure the food needs of my
family.
Feelings of being overwhelmed and overworked compounded the feelings of isolation,
which were brought on by too many hours alone in the kitchen. Scholars, including Forman
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(1989) spoke to these feelings, arguing that domestic responsibilities can be felt as,
“segmented, repetitive and constraining” (p. 3) because the nature of the work is often
unappreciated and boring. These findings are consistent with Zeiss (2018) who argued that
viewed through a feminist lens, who gets to participate in working life and how plasticpackaging has permitted it, has altered the very practices of shopping, cooking and
eating. Moreover, adding sustainability initiatives to the “second shift” (Hochschild &
Machung, 2003, n.p.) experienced by women in the labour market, results in other practices
shifting so that there is even less ‘downtime’ available (Shank, 1986). Given the multiple
roles of motherhood, the round the clock routines and ‘constellation of practices’
(Hargreaves, 2011, n.p.), there were many constraints on my time. As I reflected on this
sense of responsibility, I discovered a new understanding of the motivation for this study,
and an underlying theme that I had not considered.

5.5.2 Second Shift… Second Story
The impact of the research within my home and my responses to the demands of the
practice, revealed another underlying theme that I had not considered significant until I
was able to step back and reflect on the findings. Writing my experiences as a story
permitted new perspectives of the complex crossings of interrelated practices: my
identity as a consumer and parent (Warde, 2005) and the interwoven practices of
provisioning and providing (Keller & Ruus, 2014). This was a novel concept. Only
through reflection did I come to understand that there were two stories paralleling each
other; the one that I wrote about to help me understand my experiences as a consumer,
and the other personal story of parenting and providing, as it too came to its natural
conclusion: the daughters were leaving home and the study was almost finished (Ellis,
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2004). Interwoven and informing each other, the two stories were intimately connected
and simultaneously revealed new meanings.
I discovered that my motives for the research were not just environmental, but also
a way to demonstrate my pro-environmental values to my daughters, to contribute my
efforts to their own personal development. This was consistent with leisure research that
found mothers to be significant role models for daughters (Chodorow, 1989). Adding to
this body of knowledge, Shannon and Shaw (2008) indicated the, “strong identification a
daughter has with her mother is viewed as contributing to the mother’s ability to serve as
a powerful influence in her daughter’s life” (p. 3). Mothers demonstrate important
messages through leisure: be it volunteering at the child’s school, promoting active
transportation or cultivating a garden. Equally important though, Shaw and Dawson
(2001) discovered that parents use leisure opportunities to teach about the importance of
ethical and social values through, “purposive leisure, rather than simply freely chosen or
intrinsically motivated” (p. 3) leisure. My efforts then, were dually motivated: to change
my shopping habits, and to model important pro-environmental values through family
leisure, in order to deliberately influence my daughters’ attitudes and values. This active
attempt to model pro-environmental behaviours became a powerful way to influence
their understanding of social change, and as a result, the young women in my household
became active agents in the research process (Sheehan, 1999), and engaged in
constructing their own plastic-free practices.
Interesting however, the ethic of care that I uphold as a ‘good mother’ (O’Brien et
al., 2013) created a greater expectation (of myself) to shoulder the burden of the
challenge, because my sense of responsibility prevented me from telling my family to
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fend for themselves. As a result, I wondered how the young women in my life observed
the ripple effects on my personal leisure time, and whether they too were wondering
about the long-term sustainability of the practice.

5.5.3 Plastic-Free Shopping: Leisure, Sustainability… Or Both?
My interest in plastic-free shopping emerged from being introduced to Instagram, a
digital leisure activity that was not only an eye-opener, but also very compelling. The
visual images of plastic-free shopping drew my attention: the minimalist beauty of shiny
mason jars filled with earth tone grains, and soft, cotton bags against a backdrop of
colourful fruits and vegetables, was a, “sensory, novelty-rich environment” (McCarville
et al., 2013, p. 167) that showcased a more sustainable lifestyle with a decidedly anticonsumerist message. This appealed to me, but I discovered that the practice is not as
anti-consumerist as one would think, and it’s not as leisurely as I had hoped.
The growth of the movement has quickly transformed it into a consumer trend that
has caught the attention of commerce. Online companies are responding with products
designed to support the plastic-free lifestyle, but many of these products are more
expensive than their conventional counterparts. Similarly, in grocery stores, many of the
bulk items are more expensive than the pre-packaged alternatives, resulting in mounting
criticism that the lifestyle is expensive, and only an option for consumers with disposable
income, and ample spare time. The findings from this study confirm that plastic-free
shopping can be more expensive than conventional shopping, and pits rational decisionmaking (Ajzen, 1991) against green consumption values (Perera et al., 2016). Often,
when faced with these situations I would feel conflicted. Half the time I would pay the
extra and consider the increased cost a ‘statement’ for sustainable consumer options; the
139

other times I would feel trapped within an unsustainable food supply chain. This
controversy hangs heavy over the plastic-free movement (Wicker, 2019) and limits the
potential of the practice for consumers who are constrained by geography, physical
mobility or financial resources.
As a result, plastic-free influencers are trying to counter these messages by
encouraging consumers to use what they already have, and to avoid buying new ‘stuff’ to
try to emulate the artificially perfect images on plastic-free websites. Many are
encouraging consumers to simply make-do with what they have in the house (mason jars,
containers, vinegar and bleach) or make their own products (Kellogg, 2018). However,
as more voices are added to the conversation, this DIY message is being criticized too,
because it is shifting the movement towards more intensive domestic labour (Wicker,
2019), which has implications for personal leisure.
Many of these challenges were noted in this study, and the demands for ‘more
domestic labour’ created ripple effects that negatively impacted my experience of leisure.
This finding is consistent with research by Shaw and Dawson (2003/2004) that indicated
family leisure is not always positive, and that it can result in reduced personal leisure
time, and increased stress. Similarly, Henderson and Allen (1991) suggested that women
often provide for the needs of others first, thus neglecting their own leisure needs.
Reflecting on this, it bothered me that I might be modelling behaviours that I found
concerning, rather than inspiring. Begrudgingly, I began to consider the implications of
plastic-free shopping, and felt frustration towards social and cultural norms that position
the easy convenience of plastic, against the domestic hard work of pro-environmental
behaviour.
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5.6 Limitations
This study has attempted to weave together qualitative inquiry with personal experience,
and was written to be engaging and relatable. However, some limitations of the present
study should be pointed out. The findings emerged from my subjective experiences; the
viewpoints associated with what I bring to the practice of plastic-free shopping, the social
context in which I live, and the limitations associated with living in a semi-rural
region. During the challenge month (January, 2019) my three other family members had
free agency to purchase groceries and bring them home, including groceries in plastic
packaging. My challenge as the researcher was to try to separate my food consumption
from theirs, in order for my plastic packaging consumption to be as transparent as
possible. This was not an easy task, and on many occasions I found myself enjoying
food that had been packaged in plastic packaging. As a result, I included the food
packaging that I had participated in consuming, into my plastic audits.
Undoubtedly, my experience as a middle class mother with teenagers, would be felt
differently than a woman with younger children, or no children, or someone in a higher
or lower economic bracket. These differences were revealed in conversation with the
interview participants, who had their own experiences of plastic-free shopping based on
their industry associations and professional affiliations. Similarly, a man, or a couple
without dependents, or a consumer living in an urban centre, would feel the experiences
differently. Acknowledging that my perspective is unique, some of the findings of this
study will not apply to everyone, however, there are many commonalities and
implications that can be drawn from the research.
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5.7 Implications And Recommendations
The theoretical implications of the research speak to several key bodies of literature,
including the plastic-free phenomenon and sustainability, and also the impact of the
practice on the domestic space and personal leisure. This study took a broad approach to
the subject: exploring the personal and social, to better understand the cultural
phenomenon. In doing so, the findings confirm that interest in plastic-free shopping is
growing in recognition of the environmental damage caused by plastic packaging
(Leonard, 2010) and concerns about the ineffectiveness of the recycling industry (Geyer
et al., 2017). The use of practice theory to explore consumer habits permitted an
understanding of how, “resources are consumed and given specific meanings” (Zeiss,
2018, p. 25). Finally, hands-on fieldwork coupled with creative analytic practice and
autoethnography permitted a personal approach to the data that supported many of the
findings of existing scholarly work.
This study contributes to a growing body of knowledge, including studies by
Fuentes et al., (2019) and Zeiss (2018) who noted that plastic-free shopping is not easy,
for reasons of geography, availability and financial limitations. Compounding these
difficulties, this study illustrated how if the consumer is able to source and obtain
package-free food, they have to willingly assume the different roles that the packaging
once accomplished. This distributed agency, or ‘work transfer’, includes the need for
alternative mobility, protection, storage and food preparation (Fuentes et al., 2019),
which presents many time-intensive challenges. The findings also support the assertion
by Beitzen-Heineke et al., (2017) that while the environmental benefits of the practice are
clear, long-term success requires, “changes in distributor, retailer and consumer routines
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and practices… which pose a threat to conventional supermarkets’ business model” (p.
1538). These challenges contribute to the ways in which the practice impacts
sustainability and leisure, and this study argues, that while challenging, the need exists
for greater normalization of the practice through attention to the ways in which plasticfree shopping may be made more convenient. Finally, this study sought to explore the
intersection between plastic-free shopping and sustainable leisure, and illustrated that the
impacts are felt in both positive and problematic ways.
Further, this study contributes a unique perspective from inside the plastic-free
phenomenon, with the data being revealed as a narrative to make the findings relatable,
interesting and compelling. The methodological implications of these findings are new
to the plastic-free shopping literature and, “contributes to the small but growing
qualitative exploration of sustainability leadership and how advocates are challenging
societal perceptions of conflict between living “normally” and living sustainably”
(Miller, 2018, p. 218). Hence, this study extends the existing literature on plastic-free
shopping, by exploring the practice through a first person perspective, transcending,
“mere narration of self to engage in cultural analysis and interpretation” (Chang, 2008, p.
43). While this research inserts new understandings and contributes to the wider bodies
of knowledge to which this study connects, there is critical need for future studies to
expand on these findings.
First, research that emphasizes how to make the practice more convenient is
critical. As the literature review and the findings from this research have shown,
consumers have little time to devote to challenging grocery practices that defy notions of
convenience. Therefore, future research should focus on how to position plastic-free
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shopping, so that it is considered equally convenient to conventional shopping. Using
this approach, studies could explore issues of limited access to ‘ready made’ food, as
identified by Hoek et al., (2017), who noted that consumer efforts to avoid packaged food
is influenced primarily by the grocery shopping environment. Increased manufacturing
and distribution of ‘ready made’ plastic-free foods would level the playing field and
eliminate the argument that plastic-free food “comes at the expense of consumer
convenience” (Beitzen-Heineke et al., 2017, p. 1539). Then, future studies could
examine whether an increase in product options had a positive correlation with the
consumers’ experience of plastic-free shopping. This has interesting feedback potential
for food manufacturers, as future research could explore whether consumers chose to
purchase plastic-free, ‘ready-made’ food primarily because of the environmental
packaging, and, if doing so, it caused them to perceive plastic-free shopping as equally
convenient to conventional shopping.
Second, the literature review and findings in this study illuminated the challenges
of time-intensive sustainability practices (Organo et al., 2013; Kennedy et al., 2009). To
address this, future research could explore opportunities for plastic-free consumption to
seamlessly join other everyday life practices (Shove et al., 2012). Examples include the
potential for a revival of tradition, including; home delivery of food items, farm-to-table
sales, and community kitchens, where individuals come together to cook large quantities,
and each person leaves with a supply of ready-made food. Following this line of
thinking, research could explore the potential for restaurants to market their support of
plastic-free ‘to-go’ food, through the use of reusable take out containers that the
consumer pays a deposit for. This would increase brand loyalty and extend the
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restaurants’ marketing. In this way, by distributing the workload of acquiring food
across multiple actors and avenues, it would decrease the workload of the individual
(Fuentes et al., 2019). The need also exists for studies to explore plastic-free shopping’s
potential as a convenient norm for marginalized individuals, or for those who do not have
personal choice for reasons of geography, transportation, mobility or financial
limitations.
Finally, research that focuses on sustainable alternatives to plastic would benefit
not only the environment, but also consumers and retail stores. Case studies of
packaging alternatives could be used to inform and influence manufacturers and grocery
stores and would greatly contribute efforts to create sustainable grocery norms. In the
conversations with the Grocery and Zero-Waste Store Owners, there were many
references to their genuine desire to have sustainable plastic alternatives. Therefore, a
critical need exists for stores to have alternatives to their current dependency upon
Styrofoam, saran wrap and clear plastic clamshells. If this technology was widely
available at a reasonable cost, plastic-free grocery shopping could move forward not only
as a consumer led movement, but also as an industry-supported endeavour to address our
long-term sustainability.

5.8 Conclusion
In closing, over a year has passed since I began this journey. As with all changes, some
things are won, and some things are lost, and in the case of plastic-free shopping, there is
a bit of both (Zeiss, 2018). I gained a new perspective of the complexity and interrelated
practices that are involved in a ‘simple trip to the grocery store’ (Fuentes et al., 2019) and
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a better appreciation of the social forces around me. The two-way conversations with the
literature and theory (Wall, 2008) provided insight to the challenges of plastic-free
shopping and behaviour change (Sahakian & Wilhite, 2013), and practice theory revealed
new understandings of social phenomenon (Shove et al., 2012). I eliminated a significant
portion of plastic packaging from my grocery habit, and figured out a few tricks along
the way; including huge boxes of plastic-free toilet paper from an industrial cleaning and
restaurant supply company.
On the other hand, the ripple effects that were experienced as challenging were not
insignificant. The practice requires a large investment of time, which can be experienced
as problematic to incorporate into the contexts of individual households (Kennedy et al.,
2009; O'Brien et al., 2013). My experiences felt overlapping, and the demands
overflowed into other experiences so that time was felt as a merry-go-round of work, and
rarely that of a leisure activity. This is problematic for the long-term success of the
practice, and requires greater commitment from the grocery industry and policy makers
to make plastic-free shopping easier, and more convenient.
With this in mind, the findings from this study will be used as a launching point for
my own efforts towards knowledge mobilization and social change. I have secured a
domain name that reflects my interest in sustainability, and I have been asked to speak to
a business organization in the Okanagan about my research. The new zero-waste stores
that are popping up globally, intrigue me. Women are largely leading the face of the
movement (Bird, 2019) and it interests me to consider ways to support the growth of this
industry.
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Plastic-free shopping is a necessity that we must embrace. If we make a halfhearted attempt at it, and if scientists are correct, within 30 years there will be more
discarded plastic waste in the ocean, than the stunning and diverse marine life that
considers it their home (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2018). That cannot be the story
we are choosing to write: a grand sweeping narrative of pollution and waste. If this study
has resonated with you, and your individual context supports your efforts to attempt
plastic-free behaviours; give it a try. Look at your grocery list and see if you can make
one plastic-free switch. Try that for a week. Then try another product switch. Try to
eliminate one thing, for one month. Then, add another item to your list, and practice the
new behaviours. Keep trying. Keep moving forward, slow and steady, and know that
change does not happen, overnight.

5.9 Epilogue
Unless of course, it does: change, overnight.
In the spring of 2020, a global pandemic - Coronavirus - arrived. It changed the
world, overnight. It shut down countries, shuttered businesses, closed schools, forced the
world’s population to stay in their homes, killed hundreds of thousands, and changed
everything; so that forever-more in the psyche of this generation, there will be a ‘before’
and an ‘after’. It was like that screeching sound that you hear in movies when the plot
line is moving along in a predictable fashion, and then suddenly, as if someone has
dragged the needle across a record, you know that the plot line has taken a sharp turn of
events.
That was then. This is now.
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When I went to the grocery store, my hands felt contaminated, as if I might infect
someone with something that I had no knowledge of, and many times, I had the urge to
stop breathing while I was in the store. I started carrying my folded arms tight to my
body; almost hugging myself as if I was cold, but with my fingers curled tightly into the
palms of my hands as if to protect myself, or make myself smaller and take up less space.
Suddenly, personal space was critical. Within a week or two, the long row of bulk bins
was covered over with a clear sheet of plastic. Naively, I took that to be a sign of
‘temporary measures’. A few days later, the bulk bins were gone. I thought perhaps it
was just my grocery store, but when I told my daughter I wanted to get some muesli from
the bulk section at her grocery store, she looked at me quizzically, her brow knitting
together.
“Mom, there’s no bulk section. It’s gone.”
Since then, except for vegetables, fruit and glass-bottled milk, there are very few
plastic-free options. Even the bulk mushrooms were suddenly encased in a black plastic
container, covered with saran wrap. The bakery closed and when it reopened for home
delivery, they had limited capacity, and only a few times I was able to order online fast
enough, before they sold out. Our well-stocked pantry became sparser, until finally,
plastic packages started making their way into the weekly grocery shopping. Our plastic
consumption is slowly increasing.
Swift moving regulations that prohibit the use of reusable bags and eliminated the
potential for plastic-free shopping, have stunned the plastic-free community. On
Instagram, bloggers and influencers are posting their concerns, trying to make sense of
the uncertainty… “What now? What next?” Asked whether I feel hopeful, or
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pessimistic about the future of plastic-free shopping, the honest answer is, worried. For
plastic-free shopping, this virus is the elephant in the room, with a great big question
mark on its forehead.
While the future is unclear, there are interesting silver linings that are emerging
from this global event. Sustainability, and an ethos of ‘less is more’ is gaining
momentum as a result of the uncertainty surrounding the virus. Around the world people
are cooking and baking, learning to knit, riding their bikes, fixing things they own, and
going for walks. Perhaps as we emerge on the other side of this crisis, there will be a
renewed energy for tackling the big issues that plague our planet: like plastic pollution.
It’s important that we remember, that while the virus will one day be a thing of the past,
plastic pollution won’t be, unless we change our behaviours. In the meantime, I will be
baking bread, tending my garden, and eating a lot of sandwiches.
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APPENDIX A: INTRODUCTION LETTER TO INDUSTRY EXPERTS

Dear,
My name is Robin Hethey and I am a Masters student in Sustainable Leisure Management at
Vancouver Island University. I am conducting research to explore consumer efforts to shop
plastic-free in the grocery store, and the behaviours and habits that influence and challenge
those efforts. As part of my research, I am doing a 30-day plastic-free challenge to experience
the necessary behaviour changes and to understand the constraints and opportunities of this
new shopping practice. This research recognizes that plastics are used in every industry
throughout the food-supply chain, and as such, I would like to better understand the
challenges, impacts and opportunities that your industry, or organization is experiencing. The
information your organization shares will contribute important social and environmental
insight within a growing body of knowledge.
Research Project Title: Shrinking My Foodprint. My 30-Day Plastic-Free Challenge.
Principal Investigator: Robin Hethey
E-mail: devintree@telus.net
Phone: (250) 364-3914
Supervisor: Amanda Johnson, PhD
E-mail: Amanda.Johnson@viu.ca
To learn more about the constraints and opportunities around the reduction of plastic within
consumer grocery practices, and the constraints and opportunities that your industry is
experiencing, I would like to meet with yourself, or a suitable person from your organization,
for an interview at a time and location that is convenient for you. Some of the research
questions will be asking for opinions about the challenges and opportunities of single-use
plastics within your industry. For this reason, I acknowledge that there may be some hesitation
to participate in this research. The following measures will be taken to ensure your
confidence;
(1) I am available to discuss the research in advance, by telephone or in-person, at
your convenience. (2) If the interview is approved, you or the interview participant will
receive the interview questions and consent form for review, at least two weeks prior to the
interview. (3) The participant will be referred to as an ‘Industry Expert’ in all recordings,
transcripts and documents. (4) To minimize potential concerns regarding indirectly
identifiable information, references to the participants’ industry will be generalized to avoid
any specific linkages or repercussions. (5) Within two weeks of the interview, I will
forward the interview transcript to the participant to ensure there was no misrepresentation
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and that their words were not taken out of context. They will be encouraged to revise or
retract any information they wish. (7) As a measure of security precaution, I will use a
Telus email account to communicate with the participant, to avoid any concerns regarding
international servers, including Gmail and the US Patriot Act.
The interview will be in-person and should take no longer than 60 minutes. During the
interview, the participant will be asked to answer questions about how your industry is
experiencing the consumers’ interest to reduce plastic. The information that is shared will
contribute to consumer and industry knowledge regarding plastic-free grocery shopping. As
indicated, during the interview process, the participant will be referred to as an ‘industry
expert’ and all recordings and documentation will refer to them in the same manner. The
participants’ privacy and confidentiality will be assured and the participant will have the
opportunity to review the transcript of the interview to make revisions or edits, and also to
withdraw from the study at any time.
Thank you for your time and consideration of this request. Please be aware that this research
has received approval from the Research Ethics Board and you may contact them by
telephone, at 250.740-6631 or by email at reb@viu.ca to discuss this research. I would like
you to know that there are no consequences of declining this invitation to
participate. However, if you would like to participate, or you have other questions, please
contact me at (250) 364-3914 or email me at devintree@telus.net
Thank you again for taking the time to learn about this research project.

183

APPENDIX B: INFORMED CONSENT DOCUMENT
Shrinking My Foodprint: My 30-day Plastic Free Challenge
Principal Investigator
Robin Hethey
Master of Sustainable Leisure Management
Tourism
Vancouver Island University
devintree@telus.net

Supervisor
Amanda Johnson, PhD
Department of Recreation and
Vancouver Island University
Amanda.Johnson@viu.ca

Purpose
My name is Robin Hethey and I am a student studying in the program of Master of Arts
in Sustainable Leisure Management. I am conducting research to explore the emerging
plastic-free movement and the challenges of reducing or eliminating plastic from the
grocery shopping experience. This research recognizes that plastics are used in every
industry throughout the food-supply chain. As part of my research to explore the
challenges of avoiding plastic within the grocery shopping experience, I would like to
better understand the challenges, impacts and opportunities that your
industry/organization is experiencing. The information you share will contribute
important social and environmental insight within a growing body of knowledge.
Description
This consent form and the interview questions are being forwarded to you at least two
weeks before the scheduled interview, to ensure that you have time to review the
documents. If after reviewing the documents you have questions, please contact me so
that I may answer them. Your participation is completely voluntary and will help to
better understand what challenges, impacts and opportunities your industry/organization
is experiencing as a result of the emerging plastic-free movement. During the interview,
you will be asked to answer questions about how your industry/organization is
experiencing the impacts, challenges and opportunities of reducing plastic. The
interview is expected to take approximately 60 minutes. In the interview, I hope that you
will share your industry/organizations’ experiences with the consumer movement to
reduce single-use plastics.
Risk of harm to participants
There are no known harms associated with your participation in this research.
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Privacy and Confidentiality
Some of the research questions will be asking for opinions about the challenges and
opportunities of single-use plastics within your industry. For this reason, I acknowledge
that there may be some hesitation to participate in this research. The following measures
will be taken to ensure your confidence;
Senior Management is aware of the research study and objectives, and has provided their
approval for this interview.
I am available to discuss the research in advance, by telephone or in-person, at your
convenience.
The participant will be referred to as an ‘Industry Expert’ in all recordings, transcripts
and documents. To minimize the risk that participants will be indirectly identifiable,
references to the participants’ industry will be generalized to avoid any specific linkages
or repercussions. The terms “grocery store”, “zero-waste store” and “public health
services” will be used to refer to specific industries.
Within two weeks of the interview, I will forward the interview transcript to the
participant to ensure there is no misrepresentation and that their words were not taken out
of context. The participant is encouraged to revise and/or retract any statements or
information.
Management of Research Information/Data
The researcher will not disclose the identity of the participants. Each participant will be
referred to as an ‘Industry Expert’ within their specific industry; ‘grocery store’, ‘zero
waste store’ and ‘public health services’. Only my supervisor and I will have access to
information in which you are identified. With your permission, the interview will be
audio recorded and later transcribed into writing. You will be provided a copy of the
transcript within two weeks of the interview. You are encouraged to make changes to the
transcript, and send it back to me within two weeks. If the transcript is not returned
within two weeks, it will be assumed that you do not want to revise the transcript and the
researcher will use the initial transcript. Electronic data will be stored on a passwordprotected computer. Signed consent forms and paper copies of interview transcripts will
be stored in a locked file cabinet in my home.
As a measure of security precaution, I will use a Telus email account to communicate
with you, to avoid any concerns regarding international servers, including Gmail and the
US Patriot Act. Please be advised that any information you share via your own
international email server, including personal information, may be subject to foreign
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legislation. All data will be deleted and shredded at the end of the project, no later than
December 1, 2019.
Use of Research Information
The results of this study will be published in my Master’s thesis, and may also be used
for
conference publications, presentations, and published in peer-reviewed journals.
Participation and Withdrawal
Your participation is completely voluntary. You may withdraw from the study at any
time where practicable, for any reason, and without explanation. If you choose to
withdraw from the study, you may do so within two weeks of the interview. You may
also withdraw from the study within two weeks after receiving the transcript for your
review and revision. If you choose to withdraw from the study, all the information you
provided during the interview would be withdrawn from the study and destroyed. The
date at which it will no longer be possible to withdraw from the study, is thirty days after
the interview.
Consent and Conditions of Consent
I have read and understand the information provided above, and hereby consent to
participate in
this research under the following conditions:
I consent to the interview being audio recorded.
No

Yes

I consent to being quoted in the products of the research.
No

Yes

Participant Name _______________________ Participant
Signature______________________
Copy of the Findings
Please indicate if you would like a copy of the research findings and indicate if you
would like them mailed or emailed to you.
Please mail me the research findings
No

Yes

Please email me the research findings
No

Yes
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Commitment of Principal Investigator
I, Robin Hethey, promise to adhere to the procedures described in this consent form.
Principal Investigator Signature __________________________ Date _______________
Concerns about your Treatment in the Research
If you have any concerns about your treatment as a research participant in this study,
please
contact the VIU Research Ethics Board by telephone at 250-740-6631 or by email at
reb@viu.ca.
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APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
Semi-Structured Interview Questions
This research is about the challenges of plastic-free grocery shopping. The following
questions are to elicit information about whether your industry/organization is being
impacted by the consumer interest to reduce their consumption of single-use plastics. I
would like to better understand how this social change is creating challenges, impacts
and opportunities for your industry or organization.
1. How is the consumer’s interest to reduce their consumption of single-use plastics,
impacting your industry/organization?
A.

How is your industry/organization responding to these impacts?

B.

From your industry’s perspective, how have consumer behaviours changed, if at
all, regarding the consumption of single-use plastic?

C.

Do you feel your industry/organization is participating in the effort to reduce
single-use plastics?
In what way is your industry/organization participating?
Do you feel there is more your industry/organization could be doing?
Why do you feel that way?
What would need to change, for your industry/organization to increase its efforts
to reduce single-use plastics?

a.
b.
c.
d.
D.

Are you aware of how other, similar industries/organizations are responding to
the impacts of reducing plastics?

E.

Do you have any success stories about reducing or eliminating the impact of
single-use plastics within your industry/organization, that you would like to
share?

2. As a consumer who is trying to reduce or eliminate plastic from my grocery shopping,
my experience has highlighted significant challenges.
A.
a.

What challenges, if any, is your industry/organization experiencing, with respect
to plastic-free grocery shopping?
What do you believe to be the most significant challenge for your
industry/organization to support plastic-free grocery shopping?

188

b.
c.

Is your industry/organization in support of consumers bringing their own
containers to the grocery store?
How could your industry/organization provide more support for this practice?

B.
b.

How is your industry/organization responding to these challenges?
What would help to alleviate these challenges?

3.

Plastic-free, bulk refill and zero-waste grocery stores are new business models
that reduce or eliminate plastic packaging.

A.

How is your industry/organization responding to new business model
opportunities?
Do you have any success stories or lessons you would like to share?

a.
B.

What opportunities would your industry/organization like to explore, to further
support the plastic-free shopping trend?

5.

Is there anything I have missed that you would like to elaborate on?

6.

Do you have any questions?
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APPENDIX D: APPROVED TRANSCRIPT LETTER

Dear,
RE: Shrinking My Foodprint: My 30-day Plastic Free Challenge
Thank you again for your time, and for your interest in participating in my research.
I have enclosed the draft interview transcript for your review. Please review it to ensure
that I have not taken your words out of context or misrepresented you in any way. You
are encouraged to use a pen to strike out any statements or information that you do not
want in the transcript. When you have finished revising the transcript, please forward it
back to me, using the return envelope provided, before August 30, 2019. Once received,
I will amend the original transcript and send you a revised version electronically, so that
you have the final copy for your records.
If you are satisfied with the information and choose not to revise the transcript, you do
not have to do anything. If I do not hear from you or receive your edited copy by August
30, 2019, I will assume you are fine with the original transcript.
Please don’t hesitate to reach out to me if you have any concerns or questions.
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