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Background: Dumpster diving refers to the practice of salvaging edible food 

from commercial or residential waste containers. Although stigmatized and as-

sociated with poverty, recent public discourse suggests a shift towards greater 

visibility and acceptance, particularly in relation to sustainability and food waste 

reduction. From an occupational science perspective, dumpster diving remains 

largely unexplored. This scoping review aims to understand how food-related 

dumpster diving as an occupation can be conceptualized through the dimen-

sions of doing, being, belonging, and becoming. 

Methodology: Guided by Arksey and O’Malley’s methodological framework, a 

scoping review was conducted. Data of nine studies representing over 120 in-

dividuals engaged in dumpster diving across Europe, North America, and Aus-

tralia was used and analysed deductively. 

Findings: Findings portray dumpster diving as a multidimensional occupation. 

Doing involved planning, executing and activities related to conserving the 

food. Use of sensory and cognitive skills as well as risk management were 

highlighted. Being was reflected in identity formation, values, choice, and moti-

vations ranging from food insecurity to activism and enjoyment. Belonging 

emerged through shared practices, social connections and knowledge ex-

change, while also shaped by encounters with authority. Becoming incorpo-

rated changes in diets, environmental awareness, self-sufficiency, and wellbe-

ing, alongside potential health risks. 

Conclusion: This review demonstrates that dumpster diving can support 

meaning, participation, and wellbeing despite its non-normative and sometimes 

illegal nature. Recognizing dumpster diving as an occupation broadens occu-

pational therapy’s understanding of human engagement and highlights the im-

portance of addressing marginalized and non-sanctioned occupations, dis-

cussed here through the lenses of dark side of occupation, occupational justice 

and ecopation. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Dumpster diving refers to the practice of 

searching for and salvaging edible food and 

other usable items from commercial and res-

idential waste containers (Scott, 2011). This 

study focuses on food-related dumpster div-

ing, where the aim is to find packaged foods, 

fresh produce, and prepared meals that have 

been discarded for cosmetic issues, inven-

tory practices, or nearing expiration dates, 

while still safe for consumption. Recent 

newspaper articles (Dieterle 2021; Ulrich 

2024) describe how dumpster diving has 

shifted from a stigmatized, poverty linked 

practice to a more openly discussed and 

even trendy occupation. In general discus-

sion, dumpster diving is an urban phenome-

non and evokes various opinions. Social me-

dia sharing and online groups celebrating re-

covered goods have helped shift dumpster 

diving from a socially unacceptable practice 

to a more normalized one. Sustainable de-

velopment is strongly emphasized in all ar-

eas, including occupational therapy research 

(Persson & Erlandsson, 2014; WFOT, 2018).  
 

The authors first became interested in food 

related dumpster diving in 2021 during mas-

ter’s studies at Jönköping University, Swe-

den. While researching the topic only, one 

occupational science reference was found. 

Cunningham and Slade’s (2019) study, fo-

cusing on the occupational side of homeless-

ness, frames dumpster diving as a survival 

occupation for homeless individuals, involv-

ing risk taking in searching and preparing 

food. Discussions around the topic revealed 

that some students found the whole idea of 

diving unpleasant or disgusting, while others 

were intrigued. As authors, we want to 

acknowledge that all above-mentioned defi-

nitions, descriptions, and discussions related 

to dumpster diving have emerged within 

Western and Nordic cultural contexts and 

thereby shaping the understanding of this oc-

cupation in the present study. 
 

In occupational therapy and science, all 

forms of human occupation and participation 

warrant attention. Twinley (2013; 2020) re-

minds us that occupations should not be cat-

egorized as good or bad but seen as multidi-

mensional and complex. If occupations are 

considered bad, it can lead to judging and 

stigmatizing the person participating in them. 

Many occupations may not promote health in 

the usual sense but can still offer wellbeing 

or a sense of belonging to those who engage 

in them. According to Kiepek et al. (2019, 

2022) occupational science often neglects 

non-sanctioned occupations, and they are 

viewed as inappropriate, illegal, or unac-

ceptable. This narrows our understanding of 

these occupations and the lived experiences 

of those who engage in them, causing us to 

lose valuable insight into the complexity of 

human behaviour, occupational engage-

ment, and the diverse meanings occupations 

can hold. 
 

A recent review by Watson et al. (2023) ex-

amined who engages in dumpster diving and 

why. While the question of who remains un-

clear, the motivations were identified. People 

participate because of enjoyment, social ex-

citement, food security, and political activ-

ism. Although the review explores these rea-

sons in depth, it does not address dumpster 

diving as an occupation, leaving it largely un-

explored. Dumpster diving for food has re-

ceived very little attention in occupational 

therapy or science, and as far as the authors 

know, no articles focusing on it exist. This in-

vites us to take a closer look at the phenom-

enon from an occupational perspective, de-

fined as a way of looking at or thinking about 

human doing (Njelesani et al., 2014). There-

fore, in this study, we aim to understand how 

dumpster diving as an occupation can be 
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conceptualized through the dimensions of 

doing, being, belonging, and becoming. 
 

Doing, Being, Belonging, and Becoming 

Doing, being, belonging and becoming are 

dimensions of occupation and can be seen 

as concepts of wellbeing and health (Wilcock 

& Hocking, 2015). Doing is described as a 

basic human need that both shapes and is 

shaped by who we are. Being provides the 

foundation for what we do while belonging 

develops through connections with others, 

communities, and shared occupations, re-

flected in how people participate and feel in-

cluded. Doing can be linked to becoming, 

which emerges through meaningful engage-

ment and future-oriented aspirations. The 

ability to do things both mandatory and 

pleasing supports wellbeing and enables be-

coming, which is especially visible when in-

dividuals work to change their circum-

stances. (HItch et al., 2014; Wilcock & Hock-

ing, 2015). However, doing does not auto-

matically lead to becoming; actions must be 

tied to personally meaningful goals. 

Grounded in doing, becoming reflects a per-

son’s potential and growth and can be posi-

tive or negative. Inner and external barriers 

can limit engagement in such activities and 

restrict opportunities for becoming. Wellbe-

ing depends on having the opportunity to use 

one’s abilities, pursue desired activities, and 

strive toward one’s potential. 
 

By reflecting dumpster diving through the 

four dimensions of occupation, Doing, Being, 

Belonging, and Becoming, we can explore 

how non-normative activities may support 

wellbeing, health, and inclusion. Linking 

these dimensions to dumpster diving can 

also challenge prevailing norms around con-

sumerism and socially acceptable behaviour. 

Such reflection may open new ways to ad-

vance occupational therapy’s core mission of 

fostering meaningful participation. 

 

METHODS 
As no studies from the occupational perspec-

tive of dumpster diving exist, scoping review 

approach was considered appropriate and 

Arksey and O’Malley’s methodological 

framework (2005), along with the refine-

ments proposed by Levac et al. (2010) was 

applied. Identifying the research question 

was generated around concept (dumpster 

diving as an occupation), target population 

(people who participate in dumpster diving), 

and outcome of interest (dimensions of do-

ing, being, belonging, and becoming in 

dumpster diving). The research question 

guiding this scoping review was: In what 

ways does the current literature describe 

dumpster diving as an occupation in relation 

to the dimensions of doing, being, belonging, 

and becoming? Initial try-out proved that in-

cluding multiple search words did not provide 

results, so a decision was made to only use 

the term “dumpster diving”. 
 

Identifying relevant studies was conducted 

using the databases of CINAHL, MEDLINE, 

PubMed, APA PsycInfo, Sage Journals 

online, Taylor & Francis online and Scopus 

due to focus on occupational and social is-

sues. The preliminary data search was initi-

ated by the first and second authors in No-

vember 2021 and revised in December 2025. 

Inclusion criteria included empirical research 

articles published between 2001-2026 in 

English, involving dumpster diving partici-

pants and qualitative descriptions of dump-

ster diving as an occupation (see Table 1 for 

full inclusion/exclusion criteria). Study selec-

tion (Table 1, Figure 1) was accomplished by 

first screening titles, then abstracts. Selected 
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articles were screened for relevance and ei-

ther excluded or included in the scoping re-

view. Charting the data was conducted itera-

tively with the extraction sheet (Table 2)  up-

dated as familiarity with the study data in-

creased. 
 

Collating, summarizing, and reporting the re-

sults were accomplished by analysing the 

data, reporting results, and applying mean-

ing to the results. Deductive qualitative anal-

ysis by Pollack et al (2023) was applied fol-

lowing three steps: immersion in data, ex-

traction of relevant data and review of frame-

work. Willcock and Hocking’s (2015) doing, 

being, belonging and becoming were used 

as framework for the extraction and opera-

tionalised as presented in Table 2. Articles 

were divided between first and third authors 

so that initial analysis was accomplished by 

one and reviewed by others. The whole ex-

traction and organization of the framework 

was created and reviewed in collaboration 

between all three authors. 
 

Table 1.  Presentation of the search process 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        Figure 1: PRISMA flow diagram 

Literature search period: 5 Nov 2021–31 Dec 2025 

 

Inclusion: 

• Published empirical research articles between 2001-2026 

• Articles in English language  

• Studies on dumpster diving with human context  

• Studies including dumpster diving participants and dumpster 
diving being the primary, or one of the focus points  

• Qualitative or mixed-methods studies, providing qualitative 
descriptions of dumpster diving  
 

 

Exclusion: 

• Non-empirical or pre-2001 publications 

• Articles not in English language 

• Studies on non-human-focused dumpster diving (e.g., medical or 
technical waste studies)  

• Studies with no dumpster diving participants or only indirect relevance 
to dumpster diving  

• Studies without qualitative descriptions of dumpster diving  
 

Data bases and search terms including Boolean operators and used limitations Number 

of hits 

Hits minus 

duplicates 

Chosen 

titles 

Chosen 

abstracts 

Chosen 

articles 

 

CINAHL [dumpster diving] Source type: academic journals 

 

2 

 

2(0) 

 

1 

 

0 

 

0 

 

MEDLINE "dumpster diving".mp. Year: 2001-2026, Language: English 

 

10 

 

8(2) 

 

1 

 

1 

 

0 

 

PubMed ("dumpster"[All Fields] OR "dumpsters"[All Fields]) AND ("dived"[All Fields] OR 

"dives"[All Fields] OR "diving"[MeSH Terms] OR "diving"[All Fields] OR "divings"[All Fields]) 

Year: 2001-2026, Language: English 

 

10 

 

0(10) 

 

0 

 

0 

 

0 

 

APA PsycInfo [dumpster diving] Year: 2001-26, Document Type: journal articles, 

Methodology: empirical research, qualitative study 

 

3 

 

3(0) 

 

2 

 

1 

 

1 

 

SAGE journals online [Abstract: dumpster diving] Year: 2001-2026, Language: English 

 

7 

 

4(3) 

 

4 

 

4 

 

1 

 

Taylor & Francis online [Abstract: dumpster diving] OR [Abstract: dumpster] AND 

[Abstract: diving] Year: 2001-2026, Language: English 

 

10 

 

10(0) 

 

5 

 

5 

 

5 

 

Scopus TITLE-ABS-KEY (dumpster diving) Article search; Year: 2001-2026, Language: 

English 

 

 

40 

 

17(23) 

 

6 

 

4 

 

2 

Total number of articles 82 44(38) 19     15 9 
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FINDINGS 

The findings are based on nine articles published between 2005 and 2026. Two studies were 
conducted in the United States and two in Canada. One study, originating from Austria, included 
data from both Austria and Germany. The remaining studies were conducted in Germany, Aus-
tralia, the United Kingdom, and Finland. This scoping review draws on qualitative descriptions of 
over 120 individuals who engage in dumpster diving. The real number cannot be announced, as 
not all studies included numerical information (Table 2), and some included non-diver participants. 
The chosen studies represented sociology, anthropology, food-, health-, atmospheric and earth 
sciences as well as environmental and critical management studies. 
 
Table 2: Data extraction sheet 

Article details: 
First author, title, 
journal, year, 
country 

Aim /    
Purpose 

Participants Research 
design and 
method 

Key findings related to doing, being, be-
longing and becoming in the occupation 
of dumpster diving 

Ethical con-
siderations 

Carolsfeld, A.L 
Beyond Despera-
tion: Motivations 
for Dumpster Div-
ing for Food in 
Vancouver. 
 
Food and Food-
ways, 2013, Can-
ada  

To explain 
dumpster 
diving for 
food and 
why people 
do it 

24 participants 
(21 of them 
were divers) in 
Vancouver, 
Canada.* 

Ethnographic 
research in-
cluding par-
ticipant ob-
servation and 
qualitative 
semi-struc-
tured inter-
views  

Doing: Occupation is described as fun and 
thrilling activity, but also as an alternative 
response to the conventional food system. 
Descriptions of “norms” and silent rules 
around dumpster diving. Using senses and 
safety systems while diving was discussed. 
Being: Divers are a variety of different kinds 
of people, some presenting alternate life-
styles. Freedom of choice was important, 
as well as ideological purposes. Memories 
of childhood diving with family. 
Belonging: Descriptions of doing together 
and connecting with others. 
Becoming: Participants were looking for 
more sustainable consumption patterns and 
opportunities to save money for what is 
needed. A sense of self-sufficiency was dis-
cussed. Diving for better quality food. 

Ethics ap-
proval  
 
The first au-
thor was ac-
tively in-
volved in 
dumpster 
diving with 
the partici-
pants and 
discusses 
how this af-
fected the 
study pro-
cess. 
 
Dumpster di-
vers were 
thanked 

Plank, A 
Free lunch, struc-
tural violence, and 
normalization: A 
neo-Gramscian 
analysis of food 
waste and dump-
ster diving. 
 
Organization, 
2020, Austria 

To examine 
the phe-
nomena of 
food waste 
and dump-
ster diving 
in structural 
and agentic 
levels. 

9 participants 
(6 male, 3 fe-
male) in Aus-
tria and Ger-
many  

Qualitative, 
phenomeno-
logical inter-
views  

Doing: Dumpster diving is a financially ben-
eficial and regular activity for participants. It 
is adventurous and exciting, and on the 
“border of legality”. 
Being: Participants were feeling bad for the 
wasted food. 
Belonging: Divers see the occupation as 
social practice and doing together. 
Becoming: Doing something good for the 
environment in a long haul. Economic ben-
efits exist while reducing the amount of 
waste. 

No mention 
of ethical ap-
proval or eth-
ical consider-
ations re-
garding the 
study. 

Capponi, G 
The taste of 
waste: reclaiming 
and sharing rotten 
food among 
squatters in Lon-
don. 

To analyse 
the con-
sumption 
practices 
and dump-
ster diving 
among 

Inhabitants of 
three squatted 
social centres 
in London, UK. 

Ethnographic 
research in-
cluding par-
ticipant ob-
servation and 
interviews 

Doing: The process of acquisition and con-
sumption of dived (skipped) food includes 
many steps/phases, such as evaluating, 
storing, and sharing. Skills and knowledge 
needed for dumpster diving were dis-
cussed. 

No mention 
of ethical ap-
proval or eth-
ical consider-
ations re-
garding the 
study. 
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Food, Culture and 
Society, 2020, UK 

squatting 
communi-
ties in Lon-
don 

Being: Using wasted food is a way to criti-
cize production-distribution chains. Most 
participants were supporting an anti-capital-
ist lifestyle. 
Belonging: All food was equally shared. 
Communal dinners were arranged. Doing 
together and collaboration was discussed. 
Becoming: Participants were involved in 
raising awareness not only of food waste 
but also about social inequality, access to 
resources and over-production. 

 
The author 
was actively 
involved in 
dumpster 
diving with 
the partici-
pants. 

Eikenberry, N. 
Attitudes, beliefs, 
and prevalence of 
dumpster diving 
as a means to ob-
tain food by Mid-
western, low-in-
come, urban 
dwellers. 
 
Agriculture and 
Human Values, 
2005, USA 

To explore  
dumpster 
diving as a 
method 
some food-
insecure 
adults use 
for obtain-
ing food as 
well as the 
prevalence 
of the be-
haviour. 
Also, the 
percep-
tions, atti-
tudes and 
beliefs of 
peo- 
ple who 
dumpster 
dive are 
considered. 

396 partici-
pants (inc. 44 
male and 29 
female dump-
ster divers) in 
two low-in-
come urban 
communities in 
Minneapolis, 
Minnesota, 
USA. 
 
Initial (n= 21), 
and additional 
focus groups 
(n=14). Later 
composed of 
dumpster di-
vers, half of 
them home-
less. * 

Mixed 
method study 
including 
quantitative 
survey and 
qualitative fo-
cus group in-
terviews.  

Doing: Dumpster diving is one method for 
low-income residents to obtain food to sup-
plement their diet. Descriptions of doing in-
cluded safety precautions while diving, tim-
ing of the activities, cooking and preparing 
the salvaged goods and health-related is-
sues when consuming the food. Only minor 
differences between homeless and other 
participants in how they participate can be 
seen due to lack of adequate facilities and 
equipment.  
Being: Dumpster diving is mostly seen as 
an acceptable occupation, even though 
sometimes also a social statement against 
consumerism. Most divers were diving out 
of necessity but had sometimes also other 
solutions available to food insecurity. One 
participant describes diving as a practice 
learned from mum. 
Belonging: Descriptions of environments 
where dumpster diving happens and learn-
ing skills related to dumpster diving from 
others. 
Becoming: Descriptions of eating better, but 
also discussions about getting ill from eat-
ing spoiled food. 

The Univer-
sity of Minne-
sota Institu-
tional Review 
Board for Hu-
man Sub-
jects ap-
proved the 
study. 
 
Dumpster di-
vers were 
thanked. 
 
No other 
mentions or 
ethical con-
siderations 
are pre-
sented.  

Lehtonen, T-K. 
Living on the mar-
gins: dumpster 
diving for food as 
a critical practice. 
 
Distinktion: Jour-
nal of Social The-
ory, 2021, Finland 

To describe 
and con-
ceptualize 
the practice 
of dumpster 
diving. 
Research 
question: In 
what way is 
voluntary 
dumpster 
diving a 
“critical 
practice”? 

14 participants 
(6 male, 8 fe-
male) in the 
Finnish cities 
of Helsinki, 
Tampere, and 
Turku, be-
tween 23 and 
43 years of 
age 

Qualitative 
in-depth in-
terviews  

Doing: Dumpster diving is seen as a way of 
getting food for free. Choosing and choice 
are mentioned as key elements in dumpster 
diving. Participants describe what they do 
with the found food. Economic and ecologi-
cal matters, as well as legal issues were 
also mentioned.  
Being: Dumpster diving can provide a 
sense of autonomy and choice-making. 
Dumpster divers can also feel obliged to 
save food that would otherwise go to waste. 
Participants enjoyed occupation because it 
allowed experimentation on the limits of the 
contemporary norms, while at the same 
time promoting sustainability. 
Belonging: Participants describe a different 
form of togetherness with others. Diving in 

No mention 
of ethical ap-
proval or eth-
ical consider-
ations re-
garding the 
study.  
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a group and sharing tasks is also dis-
cussed.  
Becoming: Participants brought up the idea 
of caring for the environment in a long haul. 
Also, unhealthy eating occurred when there 
was just too much of everything. 

Vinegar, R. 
More than a re-
sponse to food in-
security: de-
mographics and 
social networks of 
urban dumpster 
divers. 
 
Local Environ-
ment, 2016, Can-
ada 

To assess 
who the 
community 
of dumpster 
divers are 
and to un-
derstand 
how they 
recuperate 
waste.  
  

26 participants 
(10 males, 15 
females, 1 
transgender) 
in Montréal, 
Quebec, Can-
ada, between 
21 and 50 
years of age 

Participant 
observation 
and semi-
structured in-
terviews  

Doing: Dumpster diving was not just to ac-
cess food but also linked to other “doings” 
such as saving money, protecting the envi-
ronment. Occupation was also described as 
a mission with planning, timing and using 
known routes and places to dumpster dive. 
Also, safety, laws and rules of the occupa-
tion are described. 
Being: People who dumpster dive were 
from varying backgrounds. “Alternative” 
identity was common among divers, mean-
ing that many described themselves so-
cially conscious in reference to lifestyle, pol-
itics or ideology. They described sometimes 
diving for the thrill of it or for ideological pur-
poses. Findings were similar between food-
insecure and –secure participants. Partici-
pants sometimes concealed their activities 
because of concerns about being judged or 
stigmatized. 
Belonging: Dumpster diving offered enjoya-
ble interactions, networks and social experi-
ences to some. Sharing goods with others 
was happening often. Socialization among 
divers varied. Food-insecure divers were lit-
tle less socially connected, while food-se-
cure divers had very strong social connec-
tions.  
Becoming: Participants described feeling 
happier when time is not spent “bumming 
around”. Dumpster diving also improved the 
quality and quantity of consumed foods and 
thereby manifested in better health and 
food intake. Similarly, also descriptions of 
getting ill from spoiled food was mentioned. 

The position-
ality of the 
first author is 
presented. 
 
The first au-
thor was ac-
tively in-
volved in 
dumpster 
diving with 
the partici-
pants. 
 
Dumpster di-
vers were 
thanked. 
 
Participants 
did not re-
ceive incen-
tives. 
 
No other eth-
ical consider-
ations are 
presented. 

Savio, G.  
Organization and 
Stigma Manage-
ment: A Compara-
tive Study of 
Dumpster Divers 
in New York. 
 
Sociological Per-
spectives, 2017, 
USA 
 
  

To gather 
information 
on the so-
cial con-
texts in 
which 
dumpster 
diving was 
practiced, 
and on un-
derstand-
ings of 
dumpster 

Two groups of 
dumpster di-
vers in New 
York City, USA 
(informal 
group = divers 
visiting regu-
larly the same 
location & for-
mal group = di-
vers belonging 
to Freegan 
movement) 

Ethnographic 
field research  

Doing: Dumpster diving acquires certain 
practical skills and knowledge. Also, tools 
and techniques and safety precautions to 
use while dumpster diving were discussed. 
Being: Participants were not ashamed or 
feeling guilty for dumpster diving, even 
though they recognized the stigmatized sta-
tus of the occupation. Some participants 
identified as freegans. 
Belonging: Dumpster diving includes a lot of 
socialization and sharing. Dumpster diving 
with others allowed a way to develop 
shared views and understanding about 

No mention 
of ethical ap-
proval or eth-
ical consider-
ations re-
garding the 
study. 
 
The author 
was actively 
involved in 
dumpster 
diving with 
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diving and 
freeganism 

dumpster diving. Sharing information with 
others was seen as useful. 
Becoming: Becoming part of something, be-
coming better at dumpster diving while 
learning more 

the partici-
pants. 

Jahnke, B. 
Dumpster Diving 
for a Better World. 
Explaining Uncon-
ventional Protest 
and Public Sup-
port for Actions 
against Food 
Waste. 
 
Nature and Cul-
ture, 2021, Ger-
many 

To examine 
dumpster 
diving as 
an uncon-
ventional 
protest ac-
tion 

Interviews in-
cluded 20 indi-
viduals who go 
dumpster div-
ing. 208 dump-
ster divers 
completed the 
online survey.* 
 
Factorial sur-
vey experi-
ment on the 
acceptance of 
dumpster div-
ing was taken 
by 2299 peo-
ple.*  

Mixed meth-
ods design 
with qualita-
tive semi 
structured in-
terviews, 
quantitative 
online survey 
and factorial 
survey ex-
periments. 

Doing: Descriptions of different phases of 
the occupation, like planning, doing things 
together and sharing duties, sorting and 
preparing the food. Legal issues of dump-
ster diving are also discussed among par-
ticipants and minor mischief is approved if 
no real harm is done.  
Being: Divers were mostly students with a 
middle- or upper-class background, be-
tween 20-30 and with a left-wing political 
orientation. Participants described both al-
truistic and egoistical motives for taking part 
in dumpster diving. Dumpster diving is one 
way of escaping everyday life while experi-
encing an adventure but simultaneously 
rescuing food.  
Belonging: Descriptions of dumpster diving 
locations and being together with other peo-
ple. Happily taking others along and teach-
ing them. Opportunities to meet like-minded 
people. 
Becoming: Dumpster diving allows one to 
save money for something that matters, like 
buying more organic products. It allows also 
to practice critical consumption and helps 
preserve resources. 

No mention 
of ethical ap-
proval or eth-
ical consider-
ations re-
garding the 
study is pre-
sented. 

Ross, W. 
Diving into 
shadow places: 
dumpster diving, 
food waste, and 
care.  
 
Social & Cultural 
Geography, 2026, 
Australia 

To develop 
new under-
standings 
of dumpster 
diving and 
shadow 
places  

15 dumpster 
divers in their 
twenties and 
thirties, evenly 
across gen-
ders (women, 
men, nonbi-
nary). 
Almost all par-
ticipants lived 
in shared 
houses or 
squats, held 
precarious em-
ployment 
and/or relied 
on welfare 
support. 

Experimental 
and creative 
approaches 
inspired by 
cultural ge-
ography. 
Study in-
cluded ‘dive-
along’ inter-
views, solo 
participant 
observation 
and collabo-
rative zine-
making work-
shops 

Doing: Descriptions of dumpster diving as a 
sensory and risky experience, involving 
planning, avoiding surveillance, injuries and 
harassment. Participants made their activi-
ties public by posting their hauls online. 
Being: Participants expressed outrage 
against the food system that generates ex-
cessive waste. 
Belonging: Descriptions of many kinds of 
collaborations and sharing during dumpster 
diving. Participants also discuss how others 
are involved in dumpster diving, like for ex-
ample staff, security and animals.  
Becoming: Descriptions of getting better in 
dumpster diving by gaining more experi-
ence. Participants went also beyond just 
dumpster diving by taking part in organized 
food rescue markets and by running work-
shops for students around the topic. They 
aimed to participate in mutual aid by provid-
ing salvaged food for those in need. 

Ethics ap-
proval. 
 
The first au-
thor was ob-
serving and 
doing dive-
alongs with 
the partici-
pants. 
 
Dumpster di-
vers were 
thanked. 
 
No other eth-
ical consider-
ations are 
presented. 
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Doing 

All articles presented dumpster diving as a 

whole set of activities and interconnections 

connected to it. Diving could be a once-in-a-

lifetime experience for some, but also a reg-

ular way of food acquisition and a habit for 

others. Occupation involved planning, exe-

cuting and activities related to preservation, 

preparing and even consuming the found 

food. Needed skills depended on where, 

when, with whom and with what equipment 

the activity was performed. The main skill 

recognized was to be able to evaluate the 

condition of food. Senses were in a key role, 

both in selecting applicable products and 

staying alert. Sensory skills, like sight and 

smell, were needed when assessing if the 

food was still edible or spoiled. Cognitive 

skills were equally important and needed 

when choosing products and using safety 

precautions (Capponi, 2020; Carolsfeld & 

Erikson, 2013; Lehtonen & Pyyhtinen, 2021). 

Ross and Phillips (2026) described avoiding 

staff and security personnel, glass, sharp ob-

jects and dangerous chemicals as some of 

these safety precautions. They also high-

lighted the sensory side not always being 

pleasant while encountering rotten or mouldy 

food. 
 

Occupation also involved practices happen-

ing after the actual diving experience. This 

included more detailed inspection and sort-

ing and cleaning of the items and either pre-

serving and freezing or preparing them for 

eating (Capponi, 2020; Carolsfeld & Erikson, 

2013; Jahnke & Liebe, 2021; Lehtonen & 

Pyyhtinen, 2021). In Eikenberry and Smith 

(2005) article alternate ways to cook were 

mentioned, as homeless participants did not 

have cooking facilities to use. They de-

scribed, for example, barbecuing in the park 

and using hospital microwaves to heat up the 

food. When looking further beyond the diving 

experience, some were also actively in-

volved in posting their hauls in social media 

(Ross & Philips, 2026). 
 

While doing, divers needed to acknowledge 

specific rules; those restricted by laws and 

regulations and unwritten ones, known to all 

participants. Beginners were usually guided 

by more experienced ones, and this is how 

the silence knowledge was passed on. 

Dumpster diving was illegal in some coun-

tries, while in others only trespassing private 

property was sanctioned, or no policies ex-

isted at all (Eikenberry & Smith, 2005; 

Jahnke & Liebe; 2021; Lehtonen & 

Pyyhtinen, 2021; Savio, 2017). 
 

Being 

Articles revealed that dumpster divers were 

not a homogeneous group, but included var-

iation in gender, age, cultural and ethnic 

background, socioeconomic status and 

housing arrangements. Findings did not 

showcase significant differences between 

genders or countries but presented divers as 

mostly working-aged adults. Motivations be-

hind dumpster diving included food insecu-

rity, physical need for food as well as practi-

cal, ideological, social and economic rea-

sons. The practice was sometimes passed 

on from one generation to another as some 

participants shared childhood memories 

around diving (Eikenberry and Smith 2005; 

Carolsfield & Erikson, 2013).  Participants 

recognized that dumpster diving was a stig-

matized occupation that others saw as filthy, 

disgusting or illegal. Still most participants 

were proud and very outspoken about their 

activities. (Savio, 2017; Vinegar et al., 2016).  

Dumpster diving as an occupation enabled 

many opportunities for choosing and per-

sonal decision-making, and even engaging 

in dumpster diving instead of shopping, was 

a ready-made choice. Many food-insecure 

people had chosen dumpster diving instead 
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of stealing, going to soup kitchens or other 

charities (Carolsfeld & Erikson, 2013; Vine-

gar et al., 2016). Only one article (Eikenberry 

& Smith, 2005) described situations where 

participants used dumpsters to access food 

out of necessity and shared more ambivalent 

feelings about it. Most divers identified them-

selves as activists, “socially conscious”, or 

“alternative” in reference to general lifestyle 

(Lehtonen & Pyyhtinen, 2021; Plank 2020; 

Vinegar et al. 2016). In a study by Savio 

(2017) some of the participants identified as 

freegans and were portrayed as members of 

subculture whose practices are framed as 

collective political statements challenging 

dominant consumption norms. Dumpster div-

ing was also used as a way to escape every-

day life by experiencing an adventure while 

simultaneously rescuing food (Jahnke & 

Liebe; 2021). This enabled individuals to mo-

mentarily step outside routine structures and 

experience their lives differently and derive 

meaning beyond regular food acquisition.  
 

Belonging 

Dumpster diving provided enjoyable social 

experiences and opportunities to be and 

communicate with others. It was sometimes 

an alternative way to spend time with friends 

and do something together. Even when div-

ing alone, people met and connected with 

others. Some considered it as a group activ-

ity that was carried out together by sharing 

duties and responsibilities and by happily 

taking new people along (Eikenberry & 

Smith, 2005; Lehtonen & Pyyhtinen, 2021; 

Ross & Phillips, 2026). Sharing meant many 

things. Divers share experiences, tips, infor-

mation, silent knowledge, conversations and 

even the found food. For some, social inter-

action is pointed out to be the main reason 

for engaging in these activities. Meeting like-

minded people was considered a major plus 

and it was not uncommon for the divers to 

cook the food together and prepare dinner or 

feast from the salvaged goods (Carolsfeld & 

Erikson, 2013; Capponi, 2020; Jahnke & 

Liebe, 2021; Plank, 2020; Savio, 2017).  Due 

to active socializing, some participants pro-

posed that people with poor social skills 

rarely take part in dumpster diving (Vinegar 

et al., 2016).  
 

Besides meeting other divers, different kinds 

of encounters also happened. For example, 

participants of the Ross and Philips study 

(2026) describe the non-human element of 

dumpster diving, and expressed meeting 

various animals, like for example seagulls 

and possums. Same participants also de-

scribed experiencing harassment from ag-

gressive security personnel and even police. 

These confrontations were sometimes vio-

lent and shaped the experiences of belong-

ing very differently. 
 

Becoming 

As a result of dumpster diving, the variety, 

quantity and quality of the food people con-

sumed was often diversified as they obtained 

products they would not otherwise buy, like 

more fruits, vegetables, and quality products. 

Acquiring food from dumpsters enabled sav-

ing money and reducing financial stress by 

allowing people to use money in other mean-

ingful and purposeful things, promoting sim-

ultaneously a sense of self-sufficiency.  Be-

sides eating healthy, unhealthy habits could 

occur if people chose large quantities of 

treats and pastries to consume. Similarly, 

participants without decent facilities to store, 

clean and prepare the food, described get-

ting sometimes sick after eating the food 

(Carolsfeld & Erikson, 2013; Eikenberry & 

Smith, 2005; Jahnke & Liebe, 2021; Lehto-

nen & Pyyhtinen, 2021; Plank, 2020; Vinegar 

et al., 2016).  
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Becoming was not only related to food and 

money. One participant particularly ex-

pressed feeling proud and much happier 

when having opportunities to share and time 

was not spent “bumming around” (Vinegar et 

al., 2016). But in dumpster diving, becoming 

included more than just the changes on the 

individual level. Many divers saw dumpster 

diving as a way to reduce waste, promote 

sustainability and protect the environment to 

some degree. Some also felt obligated to uti-

lize the food waste and save the still edible 

products. In this way, voluntary dumpster 

diving could have lasting effects on an indi-

vidual's life (Carolsfeld & Erikson, 2013; 

Lehtonen & Pyyhtinen, 2021; Plank, 2020; 

Ross & Phillips, 2026; Vinegar et al. 2016). 
 

DISCUSSION 

In the findings of this study, dumpster diving 

was presented as a multidimensional occu-

pation promoting alternative ways to do, be, 

belong and become. These findings are es-

pecially interesting, as no occupational ther-

apy-related studies on the topic were found 

but still dumpster diving can be linked to sev-

eral theories in occupational therapy and sci-

ence. 
 

Doing is described as human participation in 

any activity (Wilcock & Hocking, 2015). Be-

cause it is grounded in human characteristics 

and biological needs, dumpster diving as an 

alternative way of food acquisition lies at the 

very core of doing. According to the findings, 

dumpster diving is situated in a grey area, 

between forbidden and allowed and there-

fore leans heavily towards the dark side of 

occupations. Twinley (2020) explains that 

occupations can be identified as being in the 

dark side by five common features: identity 

meanings, rewards on the dark side, risk 

recognition, intertwining of occupations and 

attracting judgment. According to findings, all 

these elements were present in dumpster 

diving. Occupation was described as fun, 

thrilling and rewarding, but carrying a sense 

of stigma with it. It had more meaning than 

just a way to get food and activities were of-

ten performed secretly in the night-time, in-

creasing the aspect of excitement even 

more. Risks were taken and rewards were 

plenty. Watson et al. (2023) studied dump-

ster diving from the public health perspective 

and focused on finding out why people take 

part in “potentially illegal or physically risky 

activity that could have health implications”. 

In relation to the dark side of occupations, the 

phrasing of the question already gives many 

answers to why some people might be at-

tracted to the adventurous side of it. Wilcock 

and Hocking (2015) point out that illegal ac-

tivities, like dumpster diving in certain areas, 

can lead to punishments that can limit access 

to other continuous chosen occupations. 

Even if the main motive for dumpster diving 

is hunger, you are choosing the risk of being 

punished and thereby ultimately jeopardizing 

one's own future opportunities to engage in 

doing, being, belonging and becoming.   
 

Being is the personal dimension of occupa-

tion, shaped by past, present, and future ex-

periences, identity, and motivation (Wilcock 

& Hocking, 2015). Dumpster diving may be 

driven by a combination of material needs, 

such as food insecurity, and broader social, 

ideological and personal motivations, includ-

ing influences from individuals’ personal and 

cultural histories. It may also be a response 

to the need for adequate nutrition. Since nu-

trition is essential to being, dumpster diving 

can both support being and express individ-

ual values. The concept of occupational jus-

tice could be recognized from the findings as 

most divers had made a conscious choice to 

participate in this occupation highlighting the 

right to choose what they do and value. In 

dumpster diving, occupational injustices 
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mostly occurred when people were forced to 

dive out of necessity or did not have equal 

access to appropriate facilities and equip-

ment, increasing the health risks for some. 

Findings also indicate that diving was some-

times used as a form of escapism. Turtiainen 

et al. (2024) explored occupational escapism 

in the context of unemployment, noting that 

experiences can range from merely passing 

time to engaging in meaningful and enjoya-

ble activities, or even potentially harmful 

ones, often accompanied by a sense of guilt. 

In contrast, the findings of this study charac-

terize dumpster diving as a win–win situa-

tion. It is described as both an escape from 

everyday life and a productive activity involv-

ing acquiring or salvaging food. Notably, no 

accounts of guilt emerged in the findings. 

Viewed through Wilcock and Hocking’s 

(2015) dimensions of occupation, dumpster 

diving can be understood as an everyday es-

cape that allows individuals to step outside 

social norms. It primarily reflects being, offer-

ing opportunities for self-reflection, choice, 

freedom, and meaning, while enacted 

through doing via the activities of searching 

and salvaging food. Over time, repeated en-

gagement may also support becoming by 

shaping individuals’ values and environmen-

tal awareness. 
 

Belonging is the social dimension of occupa-

tion, grounded in the human need for con-

nection. It is primarily experienced through 

shared doing and reflects a sense of connec-

tion, inclusion, and relatedness shaped by 

relationships, culture, place, and power (Wil-

cock & Hocking, 2015). The findings portray 

dumpster diving as a socially situated occu-

pation that creates connections, shared iden-

tity, and inclusion. A sense of belonging can 

be supported by shared activities, values and 

social interactions, even when operating out-

side mainstream norms. 

Becoming refers to personal development 

and changes through occupation, affecting 

physical, mental, and social wellbeing (Wil-

cock & Hocking, 2015). Findings showcased 

many beneficial effects on the individual and 

the environment but also reflected some 

negative aspects of becoming with potential 

health risks through exposure to spoiled food 

and other dangers (i.e., Doing, Belonging, 

Becoming). Dumpster diving can be also un-

derstood as an ecopation (Erlandsson & 

Persson, 2020), linking environmental con-

cerns with WFOT’s sustainability principles 

(2018) of improving quality of life without 

compromising future generations’ resources. 

Ecopations are internally motivated, socially 

oriented, and characterized by a being–do-

ing attitude focused on creation and contri-

bution, which closely aligns with descriptions 

of dumpster diving. By reclaiming discarded 

food, dumpster divers may have an oppor-

tunity to align their everyday doings with en-

vironmental responsibility, which can have 

positive effects for both individuals and the 

environment.  
 

Carolsfield and Erikson (2013) reason that it 

may be difficult to return to mainstream con-

sumption patterns after the experience of 

dumpster diving. One author’s personal ex-

perience supports this statement. The excite-

ment of finding usable food and reducing lo-

cal food waste fosters a sense of agency and 

accomplishment. With the existing knowledge 

that food waste reduction can lower green-

house gas emissions and resource use 

(Osei-Owusu et al., 2023), there is a feeling 

that by dumpster diving you are taking part 

and doing good for the environment, no mat-

ter how minimal the effort is. Dumpster diving 

also exemplifies occupational consciousness 

described by Kronenberg (2025), by turning 

a stigmatized activity into a form of protest 
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that challenges consumerism and enacts al-

ternative, value-driven ways of being human. 
 

Wilcock and Hocking (2015) reflect on how 

the meaning of occupation has changed from 

past to the present. Whereas life once re-

volved around obtaining food through hunt-

ing and gathering, industrialization and tech-

nology have greatly reduced this necessity. 

If you dive your food from dumpsters, 

whether it is a choice or a forced situation, 

the amount of effort is completely different 

than, for example, picking up a frozen meal 

from the supermarket. Findings suggest that 

dumpster divers are not necessarily more 

depressed, and some may even experience 

greater wellbeing when engaged in purpose-

ful activity rather than inactivity (Vinegar et 

al., 2016). Wilcock and Hocking (2015) fur-

ther argue that a lack of opportunities for 

work or play increases vulnerability to de-

pression, boredom, and destructive behav-

iour. Together, these perspectives highlight 

the importance of doing and becoming for 

wellbeing. 
 

Limitations and Ethical Considerations 

The authors of this study are Finnish occu-

pational therapists, who share experiences 

and knowledge on Finnish food security, in-

security and social welfare. Reflexivity was 

practiced throughout the research process, 

including open discussion of our prior 

knowledge and positionality, to ensure that 

interpretations reflect the perspectives pre-

sented in the studies themselves and are not 

influenced by the authors’ own value judge-

ments. However, reflexive awareness does 

not entirely remove the impact of previous 

understandings on theory selection, con-

struct definition, and analytical decisions. As 

deductive approach relies on concepts de-

rived from an existing theory, the analysis is 

inherently shaped by the authors’ theoretical 

choices. Although efforts were taken to 

ensure that the operationalisation of con-

cepts aligned as much as possible with their 

original theoretical definitions, alternative in-

terpretations of these may exist (Fife & Goss-

ner, 2024). 
 

A clear ethical limitation is the lack of en-

gagement with ethical considerations in the 

studies reviewed. Given the direct involve-

ment of human participants and the reliance 

on methodologies involving active researcher 

participation and observation, this limited 

and superficial engagement with ethical is-

sues constitutes a significant gap in literature 

(Table 2). Finally, it is extremely important to 

highlight that all the articles, as well as their 

authors, originate from a Western cultural 

context, which inevitably shapes the cultural 

perspective of the research. 
 

Recommendations for Future Research 

As this study presents the views of the peo-

ple participating in dumpster diving, it would 

be equally important to find out how occupa-

tional therapists view and value it as an oc-

cupation, and further on how findings corre-

late with this study. Also, of importance is to 

know how dumpster diving is related to other 

activities often referred to as non-sanctioned 

activities or those considered to be in the 

“dark side of occupations”. The findings sug-

gest many positive aspects, but further re-

search is warranted to explore whether ob-

taining food in alternative ways affects well-

being, and to what extent. 
 

CONCLUSION 

Dumpster diving is a multi-layered occupa-

tion that can be understood through the di-

mensions of doing, being, belonging, and be-

coming. It has the potential to support health 

by providing nutrition and fostering a sense 

of purpose, empowerment, and social or en-

vironmental connection, though it also car-

ries risks. For occupational therapists, these 
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findings highlight the importance of recogniz-

ing and respecting the diversity and com-

plexity of human occupations. Even uncon-

ventional activities, like dumpster diving, can 

hold significant meaning, promote wellbeing, 

and contribute to personal development. Un-

derstanding this broadens our perspective 

on how people engage with life and what 

supports their overall health and fulfilment. 
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