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Help, I need to get rid of it! In suburban areas of Guatemala City, inhabitants dispose of their household waste by burning it on their private property. Garbage collection coverage in the capital is inadequate, with only 85% of the generated waste being collected and collection rates in suburban areas lag far behind. This study examines the critical events, decisions and emotions linked with the disposition of household items of impoverished consumers living in the suburban area of Cumbre de San Nicolás near Guatemala City. We emphasize the determinants of their behavior, attitudes, and perceptions regarding their daily disposal routines of household possessions. The selected method to describe the poor consumers' experience in the disposition process of their household possessions is that of existential phenomenology. This analysis of 10 in-depth, semi-structured, qualitative interviews provides new insights into residents' daily disposal routines, social life, and traditions. Results show that religion, social norms, and peoples' relationships are essential for the well-being of those in suburban areas. Moreover, they significantly affect peoples' rationales and reflections on their disposal behavior and are promising factors for controlling suburban resource management of waste. This study's respondents showed a high level of awareness that on-site burning of household waste negatively affects human health and the environment. On the individual level, emotions influence the way of how people dispose of their personal belongings. Based on this study's results, we propose an intervention framework tailored to suburban impoverished citizens.
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INTRODUCTION

The metropolitan area of Guatemala City is home to over 2.5 million people. As in some other capitals in the region, the authorities in Guatemala City face challenges in their attempt to provide adequate municipal solid waste (MSW) services. It is estimated that almost 80% of the Guatemalan population practices unsound disposal behavior (Waste Atlas, 2021). Open-air burning, littering, and open dumping of household waste in woods, rivers, ravines, and mountains (Hettiarachchi et al., 2018) are noticeable concerns in Guatemala as they affect human health and the natural environment. Rodic-Wiersma and Bethancourt (2012) stated that relevant drivers for the development of MSW services are public health and resource value.

MSW management faces multiple challenges with urbanization, climate change (World Bank, 2020), and population growth, adding complexity and dynamics to the issue. The concentration of urban waste requires appropriate disposal facilities, infrastructure, and transportation (Ulgiati and Zucaro, 2019). The modern urban lifestyle is resource-intensive and generates great amounts of waste. As the Guatemalan population rapidly increases, urban and suburban infrastructure has not kept up with its needs. Further problems keeping Guatemala City from sustainability are financing, insufficient separation of materials at the household level, lack of safe landfills, illegal dumping, burning, and street litter as well as limited public awareness, inadequate education on proper waste management practices and weak formal institutions (Rodic-Wiersma and Bethancourt, 2012). Ulgiati and Zucaro (2019) highlight that the community aspect and the management of the resource metabolism are still underexplored and call for a better understanding of societies, their environments, and the material flows resulting from consumption.

A constantly increasing amount of solid waste is generated in developing countries (Salem et al., 2020; Waste Atlas, 2021). On a global scale in the past decade, decreasing extreme poverty (Kaza et al., 2018) has led to increased well-being, prosperity and consequently to consumption (Cruz et al., 2015). Suburban areas in underdeveloped and developing countries are often characterized by an informal structure, deficient infrastructure, and low incomes and recycling rates (Hettiarachchi et al., 2018). The term urban describes the population and area size within a contiguous territory, including its nearby suburban sprawl. In low- and middle-income developing countries, the informal recycling sector is highly active but is often underappreciated as part of a city's solid waste and resource system (Randhawa et al., 2020). The informal recycling sector plays an important role in MSW processing because it increases a city's recycling rate.

Research on consumers' disposal behavior, considered as a natural component of the consumption cycle, has received insufficient scholarly attention (Roster, 2001; Lastovicka and Fernandez, 2005; Raab et al., 2021). Further, there is scarce empirical research intervening individuals' consumption behavior and subsequent disposal decisions in their various forms, which have been found to be frequently guided by emotions (Raab et al., 2020). (Roster, 2014, p. 323) defines disposition as “the psychological and emotional process in which owners/consumers relinquish self-ties to possessions.” Lastovicka and Fernandez (2005) describe disposal as a process with a critical stage of a detachment decision that leads to permanently getting rid of a possession. In terms of marketing, (Saunders, 2010, p. 440) highlighted the relevance of disposal a decade ago, arguing that “the analysis of disposition is as important as acquisition and consumption behavior.” Notably, Türe (2014) provided a discussion of the “value in the disposal” process that goes beyond reducing disposal practices to a set of (technical) antecedents. In this vein, precipitating events, emotions, and decisions associated with the act of disposing of products are relevant because of their effect on the disposal process (Raab et al., 2020).

This qualitative study explores the disposal behavior of poor, suburban consumers and offers insight into the actions of indigenous people and what affects their disposal behavior. We answer the following research questions:

• To what extent are poor people aware of the consequences of their household waste disposal decisions, and how do they feel about and rationalize their actions?

• What emotions, motives, and consequences are associated with poor peoples' disposal decisions?



METHOD


Data Sampling Context

Guatemala is one of Central America's largest economies and has experienced continued economic stability with a moderate growth rate of 3.5% on average in the past 5 years (World Bank, 2020), but poverty and inequality remain high, with indigenous people continuing to be particularly disadvantaged. Cumbre de San Nicolás belongs to the 353 km2 Municipio “Villa Canales” whose northwestern areas already belong to the agglomeration of Guatemala City. The appearance of this little community is depicted in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1. Household living conditions. Source: Authors' illustration.


This indigenous community, where the interviews took place, is not connected to the urban MSW management services. On a household level, the daily routine of waste disposal includes burning in open holes, illegal dumping, and street littering.



Interview Procedure

To meet this study's goals, the researchers conducted 10 in-depth, open-ended interviews on disposal behaviors related to common household possessions seen as indispensable to poor consumers. The format reflected the methodology of existential-phenomenological interviewing (Thompson et al., 1989), which strives to describe experience emerging in specific contexts or in terms of how it is lived (Valle et al., 1989).

The respondents (eight females, two males) ranged from 21 to 65 years of age and lived in 10 different households with four to five people each, which represented almost 10% of all the families in Cumbre de San Nicolás. The respondents qualified to participate in the study based on their prototypical profile: indigenous, suburban residents of Guatemala who were poor, semi-educated, frequently unemployed, and had a family size of four to five persons. These study respondents were classified as the base of the pyramid (BoP) consumers. The households were carefully selected by a local contact agent living in Cumbre de San Nicolás. The interviews were conducted in 2015 by a native, Spanish-speaking member of our research team and the local contact agent.

To provide a thematic description of poor consumers' experiences of disposing of their possessions, the interviewers began by asking the participants whether they owned any of seven basic household items: pot, toothbrush, television, mattress, mobile phone, clothing, and shoes (Saunders, 2010). The choice of routine objects is crucial because we wanted to study unexceptional cases of disposition behavior (Inglis, 2005). The interview team systematically asked participants whether they had recently disposed of one or more of these items and then asked exactly how they had disposed of them. If the participants had disposed of any of these possessions, they were asked for details about preceding events, decisions, and emotions associated with disposing of the product. The semi-structured nature of the interview allowed the conversation to flow based on the participant's story.

We based the interview guidelines on the disposition taxonomy developed by Jacoby et al. (1977); previous studies by Pieters (1993), Salem et al. (2020), and Young and Wallendorf (1989) relied on this or similar taxonomies of disposition behavior. In this framework, consumers must choose from three options when deciding what to do with their obsolete possessions: (i) keep the product; (ii) permanently dispose of the product; or (iii) temporarily dispose of the product.




RESULTS


Keeping the Product for Later Use

One of the more common reasons offered by the respondents for keeping a product for later use (mentioned nine times) was their emotional attachment to the product and their inner satisfaction, which supports Roster's conclusions (Roster, 2015). Memories and past events linked to the product reflected an emotional attachment (Salem et al., 2020) and frequently inspired a desire to keep the product for later use. “I did not want to throw it [mobile phone] away for the same reason as the pot: I had memories connected with that“ (Vilma, 38). Several participants expressed their desire to keep additional products for later use because they owned so little, but they lacked space in their homes, which supports the responses from camp residents described by Salem et al. (2020).



Keeping the Product for the Same Scope

Keeping a product for the same scope was mentioned only once: “I still use the pot, and I find it advantageous to cook tamales with that” (Odilia, 46). This behavior reflects the fact that the poor simply do not have money to buy new things, which will change as their income increases. Consequently, people will contribute to the increasing production of waste and pollution in cities and suburban areas in the future.



Keeping the Product for a Different Scope

A prevalent answer (mentioned 16 times) shows the willingness of the participants to use the same product for a different scope when it loses its functionality (Figure 2). One participant described the delicious food she cooked in a pot and said that, even though she could no longer use it for that, she still used the item for a different purpose: “I used [the pot] as a flower bowl” (Juana, 49). This reuse behavior makes the disposal process superfluous for the time being. Doing so allowed the respondents to save money for something else that was perhaps more important to them. The situation will worsen with an increase in disposable income–the volume of obsolete items stored in this household type has not been quantified so far.


[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2. Example of keeping household possessions for a different purpose. Source: Authors' illustration.




Permanently Disposing of the Product: Throwing the Product Away or Burning It

Regarding the permanent disposal of products, our study reveals two dominant methods: burning in a fire pit near the respondents' homes (mentioned eight times) and discarding the items in the physical environment (mentioned 18 times). The participants often linked the category of throwing a product away (somewhere in their physical environment) with the practice of burning a product. It is remarkable that the respondents recognized (and experienced) the disadvantages of burning toxic durables, such as electronics and shoes. ”It is made of iron and so, if something like this is put in a fire, then it smells bad, and, for the people that are close to it, is dangerous for their health” (Laura, 40).

Generally, the inhabitants of Cumbre de San Nicolás prefer the ingrained disposal choice of burning trash, which is embedded in their tradition, culture, and daily routines. Burning is related to getting rid of daily non-durable goods, such as food waste and packaging. The respondents saw their parents as archetypes and explained that their parents did the same and that their children were learning from the participants. “They are learning from what I am doing. Anyone is learning from what someone else is teaching her. My parents kept it so clean. How clean it was!” (Juana, 49). Every family has a hole in the ground where it can burn its trash, and no one else is allowed to burn trash in that spot. The participants claimed to care about the cleanliness of their homes and aimed to keep trash from flying around. Another very important reason for burning their household belongings was the simple fact that the community was not connected to the MSW collection. “Yes, I burnt [the mattress] because, where I live, there is not a truck coming to collect rubbish” (Fabiana, 36). Another reason is that impoverished people cannot afford the expense of getting connected to an MSW system (Rodic-Wiersma and Bethancourt, 2012).



Permanently Disposing of the Product: Selling the Product

The rationale for selling a product (mentioned five times) is the simple fact that poor people need money, so the choice is made from a reasonable point of view. Evidently, poor people sell their items only when it is essential or when an everyday commodity is broken and must be replaced. “When I start seeing a little crack on it [pot], I already feel the pity. I am telling myself that I put effort into having the budget to buy a new one” (Juana, 49). People's emotional outcomes from selling a product make them feel proud and successful. The participants stated their satisfaction after selling an item and creating more space in their homes. “We gave the pot to the scrap dealer. He is giving a little amount of money for that. And they are passing door to door to ask for that” (Rodrigo, 65). “You have to imagine [the television] there occupying space, and for what?” (Fabiana, 36).



Permanently Disposing of the Product: Giving It Away as a Gift

Giving a product away as a gift (mentioned four times) mainly relates to emotional attachment to the item but also supports the integration of individuals within their peer networks of family and friends. “I give it better to someone in my family. This is because I can still see them, they should wear it and use it” (Laura, 40). Because family members are close to the former owner, giving an item to them keeps it under the former owner's eye, allowing him or her to preserve memories by seeing the product frequently (Kates, 2001). The people mutually help one another because the place where they live is quite small and everyone knows all the others. The value of sharing is a key teaching of the Bible. The participants were all Catholics and believed in God and the scripture's teachings. “My last piece of clothing, I gave as a present. I recognized I was not using it, and I did not want to keep it for myself, so I preferred to give it as a present to someone who was in need, but that person was not living here” (Vilma, 38). This behavior contributes to an individual's self-esteem and the self-concept of the poor. Therefore, we conclude that religion has a substantial impact on disposal behavior.



Temporarily Disposing of the Product

The third option of the taxonomy framework—temporary disposal of a product, such as by renting or lending it—was not mentioned. The respondents claimed that they had scarce possessions but would generally lend one to someone for free until they needed it again. Impoverished people living at the BoP cannot afford to lend “high value” items (Saunders, 2010) or lend something for an indefinite period. Therefore, we conclude that the taxonomy originally proposed by Jacoby et al. (1977) captures a higher complexity than the observed disposal behaviors at the BoP. Figure 3 provides an overview of the respondent's answers. All respondents disposed of these seven asked items. None means that the respondents did not own this item.


[image: Figure 3]
FIGURE 3. Overview of respondent's disposal decisions according to their seven household possessions.


Building upon the results of this study, we suggest an intervention framework tailored to the BoP (Figure 4) to describe the disposal process. The motivation for adopting this framework is to open alternative MSW pathways that may better suit the suburban BoP and their environmental and social concerns. We extended our view by considering three categories of impact: sociodemographic, socio-psychological, and environmental determinants. These influencing determinants are in line with the relevant literature (Raab et al., 2020, 2021). The selection of determinants consolidates our qualitative results and aligns with previous research on disposal behavior (Limon et al., 2020; Salem et al., 2020). The decision to keep a product or permanently dispose of it is informed by the owners' emotions and rationalities and results in cognitive and emotional outcomes, so this framework covers both cognitive reflection and related emotional outcomes. It is the first step toward conceptualizing the disposal behavior process at the BoP. Regardless of the disposal option chosen, positive or negative emotional detachment and a reappraisal of options may occur (Salem et al., 2020). With this framework, we attempt to fill a significant gap in the current research discourse and its scholarly underpinnings. First, the after-disposal dissonance in our intervention framework is a novelty of this study. Second, pride, success and having a good feeling is in line with Türe (2014) and is refining the “value in disposition.” Third, the emotional outcome of a bad conscience fits Roman Catholicism and related traditions.


[image: Figure 4]
FIGURE 4. Intervention framework.





DISCUSSION

The first research question examines the extent to which the poor are aware of the consequences of their disposal decisions and how the poorest feel about and rationalize their actions. One of the major potentials for the design of sustainable suburban MSW management systems may be a cultural shift from an understanding of waste as trash to the perception of waste as a valuable resource (Türe, 2014). Although (or perhaps because) culture is considered immaterial, it is passed down from generation to generation and is in some cases reinterpreted, which could serve as a means for rethinking disposal behavior to improve sustainability (Cristiano et al., 2020) and the well-being of a city's population. Results go beyond previous research by demonstrating the significant role that religion plays in the informal society investigated in this study. Further, emotional attachment, family and interpersonal relationships, and mutual caretaking and helpfulness in a country dominated by Catholicism substantially affect disposal behavior (Wagner and Raab, 2017a,b; Raab and Wagner, 2019a,b).

The second research question relates to the motives and consequences of disposal decisions at the BoP. Our research revealed that an emotional state arises during and after an individual detaches emotionally from an item, which opens a field of interventions in which city managers could act quickly. If poor people believe that environmental protection and recycling are ways of doing good and that these behaviors could positively influence how others see them, they will consider their disposal behavior in terms of environmentalism. Pleasant arousal from a clean environment plays a significant role in enhancing affective commitment to environmental preservation and recycling, which complements the results of Brosius et al. (2013). Our results support the finding that positive emotions, such as pride, success, and having a good feeling, are essential for strengthening self-expressive recycling and upcycling (Ahmad and Thyagaraj, 2015; Raab et al., 2020). The respondents' knowledge of the health risks related to the daily routine of burning waste was surprising and demonstrates that they are aware of this despite low education, although they contravene their behavioral intentions. Notably, the qualitative results of the interviews emphasize the relevance of positive intervention relation to pride and good feeling, leveraging the self-concept of the suburban BoP residents.

Finally, this study's limitation arises from a mono-religious research context. It would be interesting to replicate this study in informal societies with heterogeneous religious backgrounds. Because the disposal dissonance is not limited to impoverished consumers, quantitative scale development and validation are the obvious next steps for further research.
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