
Guide to Conducting a Home Waste Audit 

From your friends at MSU Surplus Store & Recycling 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What is a waste audit and why do it? 

A waste audit is when you collect, sort, and draw conclusions about your waste (everything that you get rid of, including trash, recycling, 
compost and reusable goods.) 

The purpose of a conducting a waste audit is to collect information about your waste profile so that you can make informed decisions 
moving forward. Like a shopkeeper reviewing what is in stock, you are inventorying the things you discard. Then you can determine if you 
want to continue buying and using that item as you have been, find a lower waste alternative, or possibly go without it.  

Doing a waste audit draws your attention to:  

• The composition of your waste (how much is reusable, recyclable, compostable or landfill-bound?) 
• The sources of your waste (is it related to food preparation, toiletries or cosmetics, office/school activities, hobbies, etc.) 
• Any patterns or behaviors that influence your waste generation (grabbing coffee on the go, ordering carry-out, forgetting shopping 

bags, relying on single-use items or individually wrapped items, etc.)  

Once you better understand your waste profile, you are more empowered to make informed choices about what you consume and how you 
discard of it.   

Doing a waste audit does not mean you have to change your behaviors or what you consume or how you discard of it. However, the waste 
audit provides you with concrete evidence to steer you in the right direction should you want to reduce your waste. Once you have 
completed a waste audit, you may find yourself more readily considering the “end of life” of items and their packaging before you even 
purchase it – meaning, you may find yourself thinking ahead to what will happen to it when it’s no longer useful to you. That is a crucial 
component of reducing your waste and making a more positive impact on the environment! 

 

 
How to track your waste: 

You can capture the quantity and type of your waste in three different ways: 

• Weight -- you will need a scale, and possibly one that is in ounces if you don’t produce much waste.  
• Visual representation -- use the same size box for each category when sorting. 
• Tally -- make a mark each time you discard an item, noting what category it fell into. Note: If using the tally method, you may want to 

jot down what the item was, as that info will help when you get to the reflection step.  
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How to conduct a waste audit: 

STEP #1 – PLAN  

• Will you be auditing the waste for your household or for yourself only? 
• Will collect your waste even when you are out of the house. If so, how will you transport it home? 
• Are you going to sort your waste each day or collect it for a number of days and do a big sort at the end? If the latter, how many 

days will you collect it for? Where will you store the waste until you do the audit? (Let your housemates know so they don’t toss it.) 
• How will you track your waste?  

STEP #2 – COLLECT   

• Save your waste until you can audit it.  
• Keep it in an area where it won’t disturb others.  
• If you are collecting your compost, make sure you keep a lid on it.  

STEP #3 – SORT 

• Review your waste to see what you tossed and what can be kept out of the landfill.  
• Label boxes or bags for each category below and place the items where they belong.  

o Suitable for reuse 
o Recycle curbside or at MSU Drop Off-Center 
o Recycle at a special collection site such as the grocery store for plastic bags) 
o Compost (if you have the ability it do so) 
o Landfill  

• Prioritize reuse, recycle, and compost before placing it in the landfill category. 

STEP #4 – DOCUMENT  

• By documenting the quantity and type of your waste, you develop a baseline to compare future waste audits to. When you set out 
to make positive changes and do another audit, you can celebrate your progress! 

• Even if you are weighing or tallying your waste, you may choose to take photos for an easy visual to look back on. 

STEP #5 – REFLECT & RESOLVE 

• What did you discover? What conclusions can you draw from the audit? Is there anything you want to resolve to change?  
• See suggested reflection questions on the last page.  

Some helpful supplies:  

• Gloves  
• Bins/boxes/bags for the 

different categories and signs 
labeling each.  

• Newspaper/towel/sheet/tarp 
to set out while sorting inside 
(or go outside) 

• Paper and pen  
• Camera  
• Scale  
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Questions to ask yourself after the sort: 

• Roughly what percentage of your waste was reusable, recyclable, 
compostable, or landfill-bound?  

• What are items do you frequently discard?  
• Are there alternative options available to reduce the waste 

associated with those common items?  
• Can you reduce the packaging waste?  

 

 

Using the form: 

• You can track your waste daily or at the end of the week. You can choose how many days you want to audit. 
• To audit your waste by weight – Collect it and stand on a scale, then remove the weight of your body to get the total weight of the waste. 

Or use a kitchen scale for smaller/lighter items. Write the weight in the box. 
• To audit by visual representation – Put the items in each box and take a snapshot of it. Be consistent – crush the items or leave as is. Then 

note how full the box it and lift it to get a sense of how heavy it is.  
• To audit your waste by tallying items – Place a tally mark in the correct box to indicate how many pieces of that type of waste you tossed 

each day, or sort it at the end of the week and put the number of items for each category in the “week total.”  

Suggestions for how to count items when using the tally method to track waste: 

• PAPER/CARDBOARD: Count 1 for each magazine, newspaper, item of junk mail (envelope & paper inside can be counted as a single item), 
cardboard box, paper packaging, etc.  

• GLASS: Count 1 for each glass bottle or jar.  
• PLASTIC: Count 1 for each plastic bottle or jug (lid and container can be counted as 1 item), bag, box, etc. 
• STYROFOAM: Count 1 for each container, tray, cup, etc. 
• COMPOST: Count 1 for each item or type of food. Note whether food scraps were generated in food prep or if it is uneaten food that’s 

gone to waste.  
• LANDFILL: Count 1 for each item you toss in the garbage can. 
• REUSE: Count 1 for each item you want to find a new use for.  

What to write in the ‘notes’ section:   

• Jot down anything that happened that had an impact on your waste generation. (ex: ordered carry-out with friends) 
• The notes help make sense of the variance between days and see what habits or activities are heavier waste generators. 
• Refrain from judging yourself or others. Remember that the waste we generate is greatly impacted by decisions made before the item 

reaches us – decisions made by producers, packaging industry, shipping company, retailers, etc. Still, we can do our best to be responsible 
consumers within the constraints of the system in which we live. 

• Did you notice any patterns throughout your week?  
• Is there any specific items that you want to reduce or 

eliminate from your waste stream?  
• How can you reduce or eliminate those items/packaging? 
• What did you learn from this sort? 
• Will you do another audit? Why or why not? 
• When do you want to?  


