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ABSTRACT

This study analyses the existing literature on the issues surrounding food wastage
within the hospitality sector to establish the knowledge gap. The primary focus is to
identify chef perceptions of the reasons behind food wastage within the kitchen and
conclude if these perceptions vary when comparing different types of hospitality
establishments through an operational standpoint. The semi-structured qualitative
interviews, consisting of three chefs from luxury hotels and three from casual dining
establishments uncovered four key research themes and additional gaps in the
existing knowledge. The themes range from the chefs’ influences, the degrees of
management, consumer behaviours and product utilisation, which are highlighted
through an in-depth discussion of the results, further sympathising with the existing
literature. The limitations surrounding the research are promulgated, drawing to a
conclusion of the study that brings all the findings together to apprise future
empirical research in the area.
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INTRODUCTION

Few studies have investigated the perceptions of hospitality employees (Okumus et al, 2020;
Goh & Jie, 2019; Goh et al, 2022) , it is therefore important to gain an understanding from
chefs who experience the food wastage issue first hand and acknowledge their personal
motivations towards the reduction processes surrounding food waste. The comparison of
establishments will bring light to what type of enterprises are contributing more to the food
wastage issue, and why, and what sustainable practices are been executed within their
operations to reduce food waste. Researchers have previously only touched on key themes
such as, overproduction (Stotmann et al, 2017), financial dimensions (Gardner, 2021), and
general unethical behaviours (Goh & Jie, 2019). Using qualitative interviews with chefs
from a diverse range of locations and establishments will allow for an overview of different
perceptions on the reasoning behind food waste.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Impacts of food waste

Food waste is still an occurring issue within the hospitality and food service industry. It has
inimical impacts on the environment, the economy, and the overall security on food globally
(Papargyropoulou, 2019). The Food Agriculture Organization (FAO) defines food waste as
‘the discard of food suitable for human consumption, before or after spoilage’, this usually
occurs due to consumer and retailer habits. It is suggested that around 26% of all restaurant
food waste is unavoidable, however there is still between 50-80% being wasted (Gardner,
2021). In terms of the financial dimension, the value of food waste generated globally costs
close to $940 billion each year according to the FAO.

With the hospitality sector continuously growing in size, and the noticeable increase in the
trend of eating out, (Okumus et al, 2020) it is inevitably clear that the amount of food waste
produced is on a drastic rise (Massow & McAdams, 2015). Additionally, within restaurants
and hotels, there is limited data that distinguishes the volume of wastage during service and
after service (Fieschi & Pretato, 2018) which makes it difficult to track. The challenges
around quantifying these results can be due to a lack of managerial skills and set standards
amongst sub-sectors within the industry (Corrado and Sala, 2018). With many of the sub-
sectors consisting of small-to-medium sized enterprises, it could be implied that there are
staffing restrictions regarding the monitoring of food wastage (Revell & Blackburn, 2007),
demonstrating a lack of prioritization surrounding overall issue.

Hospitality employees and food waste

Hospitality food waste can be distinguished into two main groups of waste: food preparation
and plate waste (Boruhan & Ozbiltekin-Pala, 2021).

Specific research has made it clear that there is a constant ethical struggle between using
fresher ingredients to ensure guest satisfaction and having more food waste (Goh & Jie,
2019), and this ‘wasteful’ nature of hospitality operations has been politically recognised
(WRAP, 2011). This ‘wasteful’ nature could be due to the fact that 35% of workers are aged
16-24 in the industry (Hutton, 2022). Younger hospitality workers are more likely to
participate in unethical behaviours, (Goh & Jie, 2019) despite the growing awareness around
environmental concerns amongst this demographic (Yamane & Kaneko, 2021). Researchers
have reported a lack of ethics trainings being provided in hotels to best deal with such
dilemmas (Yeh, 2012) as guest satisfaction related trainings such as culinary trainings are
prioritised instead (Charlebois et al, 2015). For example, chefs will decipher what
ingredients are edible and inedible for guests on the basis of it being aesthetically pleasing,
and will dispose of these, even if they are perfectly safe to consume (Hiseyin et al, 2019).
Contrary to the deliberate ‘wasteful’ nature, chefs may waste food unintentionally during
service due to the physical and psychological stress from the high-pressure environment
associated with commercial kitchens (Roosipdld, 2011). Additionally, a lack of trainings
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surrounding the mitigation of food wastage led to poor decisions that both directly and
indirectly contribute to food waste, such as using newer ingredients before the older stock is
used (Charlebois et al, 2015).

In a food waste research survey, it was pointed out that 45% of food waste in restaurant
catering units was due to improper meal preparation (WRAP, 2013). This issue can be
avoided to an extent by using correct forecasting tools, though some chefs would rather rely
on personal experiences (Pirani & Arafat, 2016) to ensure consumer demands are fulfilled,
even if it means surplus food is being produced. Chefs play a necessary role in the operations
of a restaurant, and so it is of importance to make sure they are able to work efficiently,
conforming to all aspects of the job, to keep profits high and food wastage low (Wu et a,
2022).

It is essential to look at competences of chefs when understanding reasonings behind food
waste, as it is these factors that establish consistency and engagement. Only a limited number
of articles elucidate competences of chefs, however it is still understandable that mastering
cooking is not what guarantees a chef’s occupational success (Pratten and O’Leary, 2007).
It is other competences such as product knowledge, communication and managerial skills,
ability, food concepts, and sales marketing that encourages a successful chef (Birdir &
Pearson, 2000; Harrington et al, 2005). Ko and Hsiao (2008) exhibit culinary knowledge to
be the most important factor, and Cooper (2012) stated that a lack of management skills
amongst chefs, specifically trainees has been the key challenge that the hospitality industry
has faced in kitchen culture. With ‘soft skills’ such as problem-solving, communication and
interpersonal skills affecting the company’s performance (Nikadimovs & lvanchenko,
2020). However, with social sustainability (relating to employee practices) gaining
importance within restaurants, the effects of practical application have begun to rise, which
further optimizes chefs’ skills and processes (Cantele & Cassia, 2020). Competences such
as product knowledge, abilities and management skills may influence how chefs view food
waste, such as how to repurpose food products.

Over-production

Despite the fact, once food has left the kitchen, another issue becomes apparent, plate waste:
a term used to describe served food that is left uneaten (Kuo & Shih, 2016). In the UK alone,
it is estimated that 30% of food waste comes from plate waste within the food service
industry (The House of Commons, 2017). Substantial plate waste is one of the main drivers
of food waste within restaurants (Sakaguchi et al, 2018) and is caused by irresponsible
consumer behaviour, poor quality, and weak portion control (Ramsay, 2021). With many
managers admitting to serving larger portions in an attempt to enhance customer appeal
(Williamson et al, 2017) it becomes transparent that maximising customer satisfaction is
superior to minimising costs and generating less food waste (Filimonau & Todorova, 2020).
With consumer demands being at the forefront of operations, it can be difficult to predict
how much food will be needed for service, which often results in more food being prepared
than is actually required (Gardner, 2021). This becomes a serious concern given that
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managerial commitment is what determines successful sustainability initiatives within
hospitality establishments (Chan, 2011).

It is important to state that food and beverage establishments deal with numerous touchpoints
of food that involve multiple departments in the processes of purchasing, storing, preparing,
cooking, and serving. Thus, enlightening the many opportunities at different stages for food
wastage to occur, such as the over-preparation of food by chefs (Bharucha, 2018) to
anticipate consumer demands (Filimonau et al, 2020). Therefore, food waste is being
produced consistently, and the search for an effective solution to the reduction of it is
concerning (Alonso-Almedia et al., 2017). Not only does food waste have negative impacts
on ethical and environmental factors, it also consequently costs hospitality businesses around
£682m each year (Gardner, 2021).

Internal and external initiatives

Having surplus food at the end of service due to over-production is a concerning factor,
however there are some external alternatives that help with reducing this. ‘Too good to go’
is a digital platform that aims to prevent food waste, by enabling outlets to sell ‘magic bags’
containing food products at a discounted price, that would otherwise be thrown out at the
end of the day (Palumbo & Secondi, 2022). Donating to charities and food banks can be
another alternative although there are perceived barriers, as many assume their
establishments can be held liable should any issues occur. As long as it is fit for human
consumption and complies with food safety legislation, food can be donated (WRAP).
Examples of internal actions that mitigate source reduction include: redesigning menus,
controlling portion sizes and service styles to reduce food wasted by guests (Lorenz et al,
2017). Furthermore, overproduction can be reduced by better aligning the quantity of food
produced to that required by using a participatory approach (Strotmann et al, 2017). This
will also help raise awareness on the issue within the workplace, and encourage contributions
for more sustainable practices (Wilson, 2019).

The Knowledge Gap

Still, food wastage is under-researched as the majority of studies approach the issue from
the ethical and financial angle, rather than focusing on the perceptions of chefs, to gain better
understanding of the practical doings behind the food wastage issues. There has been limited
attention on the role of hospitality employees as associates to reduce food wastage. These
limited studies have specified a lack of support amongst hospitality management towards
inaugurating sustainable initiatives in reducing food wastage (Goh et al, 2022). This
limitation requires further investigation and new data from the hospitality sector to confirm
if it is the reason food wastage is on the rise. This research aims to close this gap and examine
the perceptions (attitudes, perceived challenges, and social norms) of chefs towards food
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wastage, taking into consideration the different types of establishments and their mitigation
processes in order to complete a comparison on what enterprise type accumulates the most
waste and why.

METHODOLOGY

A convenience sample of six participants took part in semi-structured qualitative interviews,
varying of online zoom meetings and in person sessions. The participants consisted of three
chefs from luxury hotels and three from casual dining establishments. This allowed for a
range of perspectives to be taken into consideration to assist with identifying commonalities
and differences between the types of chefs, which abled the researcher to draw out
implications (Baker, 2012). Hotel and restaurant chefs were selected to take part, as they are
heavily involved with all processes of food wastage, from stock ordering, food preparation
and plate waste, so have reliable experiences to discuss. The researcher conducted semi-
structured interviews, as they allow flexibility for open-ended questions which prompted the
participants into permitting deeper and more meaningful answers. This provided significant
crucial insights into the different establishments and how they operate. Furthermore, it
enabled the researcher gain an in-depth exploration on the perceived thoughts and
experiences of the chefs (DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019; Brinkmann & Kvale, 2014). To
guide the data collection, a protocol of initial questions relating to the synthesis of the
literature was designed. Probing was used in all of the interviews to further expand on the
initial key focus points and shed attention on the pertinent issues that arose from the
individuals. Thematic analysis using the approaches of Braun and Clarke (2012) have been
exerted to analyse the essential data to bring understanding to any shared behaviours and
experiences amongst the variation of chefs and their establishments. The themes were then
used to draw on commonalities and differences between all of the collected data and the
aforementioned research to conclude and summarise the theories and overall topic. This
analysis has allowed the researcher to elucidate themes and draw on comparisons through
the interpretation of the data to assist in answering the study question (Vaismoradi et al,
2016). Each participant from luxury hotels will be quoted (LH1, LH2, LH3) and casual
dining participants (CD1,CD2,CD3) in the discussion.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Four significant themes emerged from the research findings as key stimulants of food waste
in luxury hotels and casual dining establishments from the chef’s perspective (Influences,
management control, consumer behaviour, and product utilisation). The themes derived
from the data analysis are presented in the table below:
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Table 1- Themes derived from the data analysis

Number Themes
1. Influences
e Integrated morals / Upbringing
e Experience
e The workplace
2. Management control
e Type of establishment
e Trainings
e Processes
3. Consumer behaviour
e Demand
e lrresponsibility
4. Product utilisation
e Budget and time constraints

1. Integrated morals Vs. Influence of establishment

It was surprising to discover that the influence on an individual’s upbringing, significantly
affected their views towards food wastage, which is something that has not been previously
mentioned in the existing literature. All 3 participants working in casual dining restaurants
explained that their perceptions towards food waste were established throughout their
upbringing and were taught to:

“Never waste any food”’(CD1)
“Always have a clear plate before being excused”(CD2)
“Appreciate the food you have in front of you”(CD3)

which is why they continue to personally reduce over-production within their establishment
whenever they can. 4/6 of the participants said that their establishment has had no impact on
their perceptions towards waste, and if it wasn’t for their upbringing, they would be just as
wasteful as the other chefs within their establishments, as there were not any mitigation
processes. Extrapolating on the fact that the background of a chef is more important to
becoming a successful chef than the impact of an establishment. Participant LH3, CD4 and
CD5 mentioned food waste is inevitable and:

“Part of the food preparation process” (LH3, CD5)

“As much as you want or try to save, you will always encounter iz’ (CD4)
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LH1 had the opposite answer, exaggerating how much the establishment had influenced their
perception on food waste due to the strict budget. LH1 explained that every ingredient is
utilized and incorporated into other dishes on the menu. This focus on utilisation has
optimized their skills and processes, sympathising with the literature (Cantele & Cassia,
2020). The other 2 participants working in luxury hotels said the constant over-production
of food has led to a diminished concern around the issue as these conditions have become
embedded into their daily job, highlighting a lack of ethics trainings within hotels (Yeh,
2012).

2. Degree of Management Control

Management of stock in hotels was poor overall in comparison to casual establishments as
chefs in hotels seemed to have:

“Next to no time to focus on stock due the immense service workload ” (LH3)
and
“More leverage” (LH2)

on how much they could prepare before service due to the uncertainty around business levels.
For example, LH1’s sous chef would over-prepare ingredients for certain dishes due to their
lack of management knowledge and poor forecasting skills, which led to much of the food
being disposed of before it was needed for service. Evidently the lack of management skills
is a key challenge within the kitchen (Cooper, 2012).

Results from LH2 and CD4 proved that having smaller portion sizes increased the number
of empty plates, confirming the literature on the fact that irresponsible portion control causes
a higher amount of plate waste (Ramsay, 2021). It is important to note that all participants
had product specification sheets and recipes for a lot of their dishes, in order to keep portions
consistent, but still a lot of plate waste was being accumulated.

LH3 shared that stock orders were often incorrect, and the stock room was often left in a
mess, which led to many ingredients becoming unconsumable. These results disagree with
the literature (Revell & Blackburn, 2007) as it is evident that management within hotels is
worse than small-medium enterprises, as costs and restrictions are disregarded to a greater
extent. However, one hotel was on a strict budget which meant there was consistent
management of the stock to make sure the budget was never jeopardised.

It was made clear that although the participants personally tried to reduce food wastage, it
was not a crucial aspect of their job (2/3 in luxury hotels and 2/3 in casual dining) as the
issue had never been orally conveyed to them in their trainings or practices. This extrapolates
the fact that unethical trainings are lacking within the industry (Yeh, 2012).
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It became apparent that the establishments who implemented stricter processes and
expectations were more knowledgeable on how to utilise their surplus food. Additionally,
these participants were more focused on their role due to higher levels of guidance and
experience received. All participants were of a similar age, and it was clear that it was
experience gained, rather than the age of the chef that influenced their knowledge. LH2 and
CD6 said their higher levels of experience within the kitchen increased their concerns around
reducing waste,

“The more experience | have gained, the more | have begun to care” (LH2)

“Working alongside the head chef over the years has extrapolated my tendency to mitigate
food waste” (CD6)

The strict management led LH2 to perceive wastage of food differently, as was trained on
how to effectively manage produce. Exhibiting that culinary knowledge is the most
important competence of being a successful chef (Ko and Hsiao, 2008).

Poor guidance from management led many chefs to make mistakes, with many of the
participants explaining human error from Front of House would affect dishes at least once
or twice throughout service. New chefs also make mistakes as trainings have not been
properly given, which interrupts an already stressful environment, leading to additional
waste. Concurring a lack of skills amongst trainees is a key challenge that the industry faces
(Nikadimovs & Ivanchenko, 2020).

3. Consumer Behaviours/ Characteristics

Concurring with the literature (Sakaguchi et al, 2018), results found that consumer behaviour
majorly affected the overall wastage within establishments. Casual dining establishments
specifically, experience customers sending food back due to dishes not being what they
expected. Groups tend to order excessive amounts of food which also consistently get sent
back as it becomes cold, additionally it was pointed out that consumers who were health
conscious and/or of an older demographic would order big portions and waste the majority
of it. Proving consumer irresponsibility is a key driver of food waste (Ramsay, 2021).

The majority of respondents commented that food waste reduction was an important process
that they tried to implement whilst cooking but expressed that demand of service hindered
their abilities to do so as the pressure shifted their focus onto guest satisfaction. With CD4
explaining:

“Food wastage will always come second to ensuring customers receive the best possible
product on their plate”

and CD5 said

“It is a high-pressure working environment, reducing waste is not at the top of your mind,
it is pleasing the guest”.
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This confirms the literature as maximising customer satisfaction is superior to reducing
waste (Filimonau & Todorova, 2020) additionally stressful environments do create an
increase in the unintentional disposal of food (Roosipdld, 2011).

The participants indicated that kitchen practices contributed between 10-20% of the total
food waste in luxury hotels and between 5-12% in casual dining establishments, with
damaged fresh produce accounting for the vast majority. These percentages emerged as an
estimation of daily food waste coming directly from the chefs. It is clear from the results that
luxury hotels were the highest producers of food waste, with LH1 and LH3 explaining that
over-prepping made sure any guest requests were adhered to, extrapolating the difficulty of
predicting demand (Gardner, 2021). However, casual establishments were still able to ensure
consumer demands were being met by initially prepping a certain amount and continuing
throughout service to:

“Reduce the amount of food leftover at the end of shift”.

4. Product Utilisation

Utilisation was found to be one of the main factors that decrease the overall impact of food
waste, but only one establishment implemented this reduction tool within service. LH1
explained all products were utilised within other dishes, for example, trimmings from salmon
would be infused into a mousse that is served alongside the salmon dish. The other chefs
explained that utilising a product was too time consuming given their small team of chefs
and lack of necessity to use it in their dishes, demonstrating that re-designing a menu would
alleviate excess food (Lorenz et al, 2017). However, utilisation is implemented across the
establishments when cooking staff meals.

“The ends of bread, partially bruised vegetables and other produce are used for staff
lunches” (CD2)

“Leftover prep is made into dinner for staff members at the end of the shift” (LH2)

“The leftover cut outs of pastry are cooked in the oven to use as a crumble for desserts”
(LH1)

Result indications

The findings from the interviews indicate that management has the biggest impact on food
waste, expressing that the quality of an establishment does not have any relation to the
amount of waste created. Furthermore, the up bringing of a chef had a bigger impact on the
awareness of food wastage, than the influence of an establishment.
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CONCLUSION

The purpose of this research was to identify chef perceptions of the reasons behind food
wastage within the kitchen, and to conclude if these perceptions varied when comparing
different types of hospitality establishments. Based on the analysis conveyed, it can be
concluded that perceptions of chefs vary throughout establishment types. Whilst the
researcher started out comparing luxury and casual establishments, it was noticed that there
was a significant outlier within hotels, which was evidently the management. The interviews
brought clarification to the fact that it is not the quality of a business that impacts the amount
of food wastage, but that experience and stricter processes established by managers
mitigated the issue, which was previously mentioned by (Chan, 2011). It is important to
point out that across the establishments, the reduction of wastage was not to become more
sustainable, as they were only concerned from a financial standpoint, proving the lack of
awareness still surrounding the impacts of food wastage from an environmental and ethical
standpoint (Cantele & Cassia, 2020). Future exploration into the observation of chef
practices in establishment types could be useful in improving validity amongst their
perceptions and would assist in elucidating the type of management that is needed to mitigate
such high volumes of food wastage to further fill the gap in the knowledge.

LIMITATIONS

The validity of the data could be seen as a limitation in the context of this research as the
data achieved has been based on what the participants have said, which may not correspond
to what they actually do (Mann, 2016). This could be improved on in future research by
performing observations in the variety of establishments to gain visual evidence to allow for
a valid interpretation of behaviours (David Ferguson et al, 2012) to further fill the research

gap.

Semi-structured interviews allowed for development of the questions throughout the course
of the project, so that the researcher could follow up new lines of enquiry as a result of
information previously given by interviewees (Denscombe, 2017). This method of research
positively influenced the outcome, as valuable in-depth insights were gained from all
participants, which assisted in answering the research question and filling the gap within the
aforementioned research. Although these results are partially reliable, it is not possible to
generalise from a sample of this size, alluding that a larger quantity of interviewees would
be needed to draw on inferences (Polit & Beck, 2010) in the future to gain a well-grounded
generalisation.
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