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A lode of rubbish: Garbology in action 

Garbology is the study of human behaviour through the analysis of waste, blending archaeology, anthropology, and environmental science. It emerged in the 1970s and continues to shape how we understand consumption and sustainability (Schiffer, 2015). Garbology was popularized by archaeologist William Rathje through the Tucson Garbage Project. Rathje and his team analysed thousands of samples of refuse to reveal discrepancies between reported and actual consumer behaviour such as underreported alcohol consumption and overestimated recycling rates (Schiffer, 2015, p. 78).
Though rooted in modern waste analysis, garbology shares deep ties with archaeology. According to the Archaeologist Papoli-Yazdi.

..archaeology should be concerned not only with the material remains of the past but with the residues of the present that shape the future (Papoli-Yazdi, 2021), advocating for an archaeology focused on the critical analysis of social inequalities reflected in consumption and disposal practices. By investigating household waste in Tehran’s poorest areas, she demonstrated how garbage reveals deep layers of social exclusion, as well as consumption and survival patterns of disadvantaged classes (Papoli-Yazdi, Muniz and Agostini, 2025, p. 321).

Ancient trash heaps, or middens, have long served as rich sources of information about past civilizations, especially those without written records. Today, garbology extends beyond academic inquiry into public policy, environmental activism, and even journalism, offering insights into urban planning, resource management, and cultural habits (Archaeological approaches to plastics and plastic pollution: A critical overview | Cambridge Prisms: Plastics | Cambridge Core, no date).


Garbology confronts several critical challenges, beginning with environmental injustice, as waste disposal sites and processing facilities are disproportionately located in marginalized communities often in the Global South exposing residents to health hazards and environmental degradation despite their minimal contribution to global waste (Qadir, 2024). Compounding this is the difficulty of obtaining accurate data, garbologists must navigate logistical barriers, privacy concerns, and political resistance when collecting and analysing waste, which can obscure the true scale and nature of consumption.

Analysis of recycling bags enables us to make several observations on an individual’s identity, community, and cultural practices however it only provides a snapshot of someone’s life and cannot show how typical or atypical the sample is. The sample of refuse analysed in the activity reveals a fairly affluent household of, most likely, a married couple who both work, are well educated and aspire to be ethical consumers.

The sample represents approximately one weeks’ worth of recycling from a single household. The majority of the material was packaging including food packaging and convenience food packaging, wrapping from deliveries, discarded letters, smoking paraphernalia, office wastepaper, office supply packaging, a shopping receipt, TV magazines, coke bottles, political or charitable magazines, cleaning supplies, plastic bags, junk mail, tin foil, cardboard, a clothing tag and biscuit packets. The majority of these items are from the UK. 
The food packaging included cardboard sleeves from ready meals and the cardboard cartons that would hold the fruit and plastic wrappers for supermarket vegetables. These items show a reliance on supermarkets for shopping and a lack of access or ability to go to a fruit and vegetable market. Supermarkets were first introduced in Britain after the second world war (Alworth, 2010, p. 301)
Research suggests that consumers use supermarkets due the their convenience, reliable produce and cost (Sanlier and Seren Karakus, 2010, p. 140). Other research has looked at the values associated with buying convenience food.
 ..convenience food consumption and convenience orientation in the food domain are mainly connected with values that motivate people to seek new experiences, act independently and enhance their own personal interests, while are in conflict with values of conservation and self-transcendence (Botonaki and Mattas, 2010, p. 629).
It would certainly be in the interest in the life of a busy person to take advantage of convenience foods and at the same time they offer new and interesting food experiences. Working people may not want or have time to spend hours cooking. 
It is interesting that the above quote mentions a conflict with values of conservation because there are consequences of consumerism and mass production, where goods are designed for disposability rather than longevity, raising urgent questions about corporate responsibility and the systemic forces that drive unsustainable waste generation. The sample however contained items that suggest an attempt to make ethical choices in their consumption.
The receipt from the co op shows an assortment of items bought starting with six bottles of diet coke at two litres one bottle of Vimto original also two litres coop easy peeler oranges, coop bananas, Welsh cakes and chocolate griddles all of these items are convenient food items and snack food but with half the snack items being fruit show that the individual is making a conscious effort to improve their health. From the receipt we can also tell that the individual is shopping in Lampeter and potentially live there this is supported by the bags being from Ceredigion and the letters being addressed to someone in the Lampeter area.   
Some of the items point to a particular age demographic for example there are TV magazines which are less popular due to the advent of streaming services and online scheduling being available for people to use. One of the pages show food stains and a dog-eared page with a circled program between six and seven PM and from the receipt we can tell that the individual was served at a till by a person around a quarter to seven at night. The fact that the individual chose to go to a service till rather than a self-checkout can also be an indicator of the persons age, but this can also be because of circumstances like the self-service being very busy and the large number of bottles being too large for the self-checkout.
The individual’s decision to purchase Tony’s Chocolonely can be interpreted as an act of ethical consumption, wherein the individual aligns their purchasing behaviour with broader social values. The company has a mission to eradicate slavery from cocoa supply chains constitutes a form of embedded corporate conscience, directly connected to its core product. Rather than dispersing its efforts across multiple causes, Tony’s concentrates on a single, urgent issue, thereby enhancing the authenticity of its brand identity. In this way, the consumer’s choice is not merely transactional but symbolic, representing participation in a collective project of justice and responsibility within global commodity networks (Ind and Iglesias, 2022, p. 71).
Someone who often buys Coca‑Cola shows how brand loyalty works in everyday life. The EY Future Consumer Index 2025 points out that many people in the UK are now more focused on saving money than sticking with their favourite brands. This means that even loyal Coke drinkers may start thinking about cheaper options, like supermarket colas or special offers, when money feels tight. Coca‑Cola has built its success on being familiar and trusted, but the report suggests that loyalty is not as strong as it used to be. Buying Coke out of habit is no longer guaranteed if people are worried about their budgets. At the same time, the study shows that many consumers feel hopeful about their financial future. If confidence grows, brand loyalty could return, giving Coca‑Cola a chance to remind people why its product is more than just a drink it is part of their culture and identity (LLP|authorurl:https://www.ey.com/en_uk/people/chris-brown, no date).
Some of the consumers lifestyle and habits can be determined when sifting the through their rubbish, smoking habits reveal much about broader lifestyle patterns. A study by (Lohse et al., 2016) has shown that heavy smokers often cluster unhealthy behaviours poor diet and physical inactivity. A bin filled with cigarette packets alongside processed food wrappers might suggest not just nicotine dependence but a wider pattern of risk. Smoking acts as a driving factor in combining these habits, more strongly linked to unhealthy living than obesity or underweight. Thus, rubbish becomes a window into how smoking intertwines with diet, activity, and social identity.
The eating habits of the individuals Food and leisure suggest a comfortable routine of what they enjoy and shows how they consume food as more of a desire to have quick food that still tastes good and interesting rather than someone who wants only convenient food such as energy bars which will provide a boost to the consumer but offer little in the way of taste (Taste and flavour: their importance in food choice and acceptance | Proceedings of the Nutrition Society | Cambridge Core, no date).
Evidence of home cooking and baking could suggest that the individual has hobbies and enjoys what free time they have. Baking as explored in Vanessa Tsao’s Confectionary Art Therapy: Exploring the Therapeutic Benefits of Baking, reveals much about a person’s inner world. Tsao argues that baking is a comprehensive sensory experience that fosters emotional regulation, mindfulness, and self-efficacy. The act of measuring, mixing, and transforming ingredients into something tangible reflects a person’s desire for structure and stability, while the creative aspects decorating, improvising, experimenting showcase resourcefulness and imagination. Baking also highlights patience and attentiveness, as success depends on careful timing and presence in the moment. Importantly, Tsao emphasizes that baking strengthens confidence by allowing individuals to see the direct results of their effort reinforcing resilience and self-belief. Thus, when someone bakes, it often signals a person who values mindful practice, emotional balance, and nurturing connection, using everyday acts of creation to express identity and care for themselves and others (Tsao, 2024)

The health of the individual is in question due to multiple factors like the abundance of take away containers sweet wrappers and smoking supplies Fast food, smoking, and excessive sweets each harm health in distinct but overlapping ways. Fast food is calorie dense, high in salt, sugar, and unhealthy fats, leading to obesity, heart disease, and poor mental health. Smoking is more acutely dangerous, causing cancers, lung damage, cardiovascular strain, and accelerated aging. Sweets amplify fast food’s health risks, driving weight gain, diabetes, dental decay, and energy crashes. Together, these habits compound risks, undermining nutrition, damaging vital organs, and reducing life expectancy. Occasional indulgence is less harmful, but long-term reliance on all three creates a powerful synergy of chronic disease and diminished quality of life.
By examining what societies discard, garbologists illuminate not only what people consume, but what they value, ignore, or hide. In this way, garbology becomes a mirror reflecting both the intimate and collective dimensions of human life. Garbology can be seen as a modern extension of archaeological practice. Just as archaeologists study ancient refuse heaps to reconstruct past lifeways, garbologists analyse modern waste to understand contemporary societies.
Garbology shows us that trash is not just waste, but it is evidence of how people live, consume, and think. The practical application of garbology By studying what we throw away, researchers uncover patterns of behaviour that often differ from what people report. William Rathje’s Tucson Garbage Project proved this clearly: his team found that alcohol use was higher than surveys suggested, and recycling was lower than people claimed. These findings remind us that garbage can reveal truths that words sometimes hide.
Although garbology focuses on modern refuse, it connects strongly to archaeology. Just as archaeologists study ancient remains to understand past societies, garbologists study today’s waste to learn about current habits and values. This link shows that garbage is part of our cultural record, carrying meaning about identity, ethics, and responsibility.
Most importantly, garbology highlights the environmental impact of consumption. Every discarded item reflects choices that affect sustainability. By paying attention to waste, we can see how daily actions shape larger social and ecological systems. In this way, garbology is not only about studying trash it is about encouraging reflection and change. It asks us to see our garbage as a mirror, showing who we are and how we might live more responsibly in the future.
You cannot learn everything from garbology. Trash can show what people threw away, but it doesn’t reveal their full lives. For example, you cannot know someone’s feelings, beliefs, or private thoughts just by looking at their garbage. You also cannot tell the exact reasons why they bought or used something only that they got rid of it. Garbology doesn’t explain the deeper stories behind objects, like family memories or cultural meaning. In short, it shows patterns of waste but not the complete picture of human experience, leaving many personal and emotional details hidden from view.
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