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1. Problem Statement

In Vienna, households are the primary contributors to food waste, largely due to a
knowledge—action gap driven by limited awareness of food-waste initiatives, low engagement
and interest, exclusion from planning processes, and social inequalities that lead to avoidable
waste.

Core Problem

When food is over-bought, wrongly stored or prepared, it is thrown away unnecessarily. This
wastes resources that had environmental production and transport costs and can cause further
emissions when disposed of (Stadt Wien, 2025).

Context of the Problem

Vienna has identified food waste as a significant issue. Educational material encourages
residents to choose more sustainable food products and practises through education schemes
(eg. die Umweltberatung et al. 2020, 18, 24-30) and online resources (Stadt Wien et al. 2022;
Wiener Umweltschutzabteilung MA 22 et al. 2019). Food waste is important to Austrian
households, 74% affirmed that food waste matters to them (Obersteiner et al. 2020, 16).
Simultaneously, they might be part of a wider trend, where individuals lack the relevant
knowledge and competencies (Aloysius et al. 2023, 6, 3.3.3, 3.3.5).

Figure 1 shows that 10-11% of survey respondents found lack of knowledge and the related
competency, not having enough creative ideas to cook with (24%) to be common barriers to
avoiding food waste. Lack of time (55%), and storage (25-26%) were the leading barriers.
The problem is not only the individuals and household’s information and interest, but choice
and action.

Root Causes

Amongst other reasons this dissonance stems from limited and varying awareness and
communication of existing schemes across social groups, and the perception that individual
contributions do not lead to systemic or widespread impact.

Many households perceive a lack of time or resources for action or are driven by personal
concerns such as financial loss, reinforcing guilt or reducing motivation (Aschemann-Witzel
et al., 2015). Furthermore, Vienna's top-down governance model, in which citizens are often
only perceived beneficiaries of policies, makes it difficult to engage the public in the city's
initiatives, since it relies on either infrastructural modifications or the willingness to
participate.



The Effects of the Problem

Household food waste creates economic loss, ethical concerns, and ecological harm,
requiring better consumer habits. The effective reduction of food waste is a core goal in
Vienna’s zero waste and circular economy strategy. Vienna’s Smart Climate City Strategy
(2022) sets targets: “Food waste is cut by 50% by 2030 and reduced to a permanent minimum
by 2050 (p. 43) through policies such as “awareness-raising activities”. In this regard, the
city administration also published the Vienna Food Action Plan “Wien ist G.U.T”, which
introduces the “Wiener Genussbox”.

Key Stakeholders

Citizens have the highest interest but limited power, as initiatives steered by public
authorities (Stadt Wien, Mosor, & David-Freihsl, 2022). At city level, household food-waste
reduction sits primarily within MA48 (waste management) and MA22 (environmental
protection), with the climate affairs office coordinating across departments (Stadt Wien,
2022). These public actors hold the highest power through agenda setting, budgets, data rules,
and implementation mandates. Grassroots initiatives often mediate between the city and
households and mobilise participation (e.g. “Wiener Drehscheibe”, managed by “Die Tafel”
in cooperation with the city and citizens). City-managed kitchens contribute through
education and daily practice but operate under municipal mandates, giving them moderate
operational influence. Universities contribute knowledge transfer and innovation yet depend
on state funding, thus limiting direct impact. Private-sector actors can provide resources and
implementation capacity but show moderate to low interest.

Opportunities for Change

Without efforts to bridge the knowledge—action gap, avoidable household food waste will
persist, driving emissions and losses of up to ~€300 per household per year (= €1 billion per
year across Austrian households) (Scherhaufer et al., 2016, pp. 9—10). Because food is a
universal daily practice, it provides a pragmatic entry point for climate action. In this field,
institutional “choice architecture” for instance, can reduce emissions (Aschemann-Witzel et
al., 2015) and reshape how food is perceived, valued and our relationship to it and all the
food system. Such shifts can strengthen relationality, enabling citizen-led innovation and
more collaborative governance arrangements. European city programmes provide evidence
that these approaches are feasible, including TRIFOCAL (London) and FoodWIN (Bruges)
demonstrate feasible reductions among households.



Haufigste Barrieren zur Lebensmittelabfallvermeidung
(n=2159, Mehrfachantworten moglich)

andere Griinde

Es ist mir nicht wichtig genug

Mir fehlt die Lagerungsmaoglichkeit
Das kostet zu viel Geld.

Der Aufwand ist mir zu grol

Mir fehlt die Zeit

Mir fehlen kreative Ideen

Mir fehlt das notige Wissen
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Figure 1: A bar chart showing the most common barriers to avoiding food waste
(Obersteiner. G and Luck. S eds. BOKU and WWF Osterreich, 2020, Teller Statt Tonne:
Lebensmittelabfiille in Osterreichischen Haushalten Status Quo, Figure 12, page 17).
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Graphics to visualise the environmental impact of food waste

Food production consumes enormous amounts
of water—much of it hidden (”virtual water*).
For example, producing 1 kg of beef uses over
8,000-15,000 liters of water. Avoiding food
waste reduces this unnecessary water use,
helping regions with water scarcity.

Food production is responsible for over one-third

of global greenhouse gas emissions. Energy is
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Figure 2: The ecological impact of food production and waste. (Die Tafel Osterreich, n.d.)
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Figure 3: Total Greenhouse emissions if food waste was a country (Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations, 2015)



Graphics to visualise the sources of food waste

Food waste in the EU by main economic sectors, 2022
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Figure 4: How much food each sector of the food ecosystem wastes in average (Eurostat,
2024)

Food Waste in numbers

Figure 5: Contributing actors to food waste in Austria. (Zero Waste Austria, 2020.)



3. Stakeholder Analysis
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Citizens are the central stakeholder in household

food-waste reduction, but they are not a homogeneous group and should be approached
according to different psychographic realities. Understanding these diverse motivations,
constraints, and everyday practices is essential for designing measures that feel relevant and
for strengthening participation. Government actors hold the highest level of decision-making
power and the key resources needed to launch and scale projects. Other institutions—such as
academic actors and organisations that support climate action and empowerment—also play
an important role and can exert meaningful influence, but they are often constrained by
limited resources and by the conditions attached to public mandates and funding. While many
non-governmental initiatives rely on government support, they frequently have the most
direct, day-to-day access to households and can effectively mobilise and sustain citizen action
when well connected to municipal programmes. Finally, actors across the local food
ecosystem remain relevant for a comprehensive approach; however, some stakeholders (e.g.,
farmers) may have lower interest in household-focused measures, and private-sector
engagement may depend on whether suitable incentives make participation attractive and
feasible.

4. Theory of change

Problem Context and Policy Inputs Actors Outputs Impacts
Assumptions intervention
Food waste in That food that could | Educating and | Encouraging Individuals and Less food is Food waste
households be used encouraging public interest households. wasted. related
productively is organisations in wasting less emissions are
wasted to buy and food. reduced.
unnecessarily by prepare food
individuals and more
households. efficiently.
Different kinds of education the Encouraging State Residents feel
food produce most public interest Institutions. empowered and
different volumes of | sustainable in climate inspired by
waste. food choices change and small climate
acting more positive
sustainably. changes in their
own lives.
Different types of Education/ Waste collection | The food that is
waste can be advertising of stakeholders. wasted is
disposed of more the city of disposed of in a
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and less easily. Vienna’s more climate

waste system. positive way, eg.
as Biomiill.
There is unclear Education on
advice or choosing Food producers
information about sustainable and sellers.
buying and using food options.

food which might
exacerbate waste. eg
best before dates
which might
encourage a
consumer to think
that the food should
be thrown away.

Individuals and
households might
be constrained by
amount of storage
space and what type
of storage space
they have. See
figure 1
(Obersteiner et al.
2020), for concern
about storage space.

The problem of food waste is both social and environmental. This theory of change
demonstrates that the issue is not only education from policy interventions, but also social
engagement and interest. Knowledge of food waste and the city of Vienna’s waste disposal
system is common in the general population, however there is also potentially unclear
information from food producers about how to safely use and store food, and potentially not
enough storage space. There are several projects from the city of Vienna, charities and NGOs
which practically prevent waste or redistribute food and educate residents about food waste
prevention. The output of a successful policy is that less food is wasted and that individuals
feel empowered to make a climate positive change in their own lives. The theory of change
table is useful for visualising the different aspects of a solutions and several ways that it can
be faced without limiting the tools and methods the solution must use.
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