
Dove believes in the power of home composting to enable you  
to take small steps toward a more sustainable lifestyle, which will  
help in building a cleaner, more sustainable future. 

Our goal is to help you feel empowered to make home composting  
a part of your daily life and to address the myths and misconceptions  
that might have held you back from trying composting before. 

That’s why we created this guide in consultation with Conservation 
International, a non-profit organization that has worked to spotlight and 
secure the critical benefits that nature provides to humanity since 1987. 

For more on home composting essentials in partnership with Dove,  
visit www.dove.com/homecomposting. 
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Simply put, compost is decomposed organic material used 
to enrich and fertilize soil for gardening and farming.1 It’s a 
biological process that transforms organic material, such as 
food scraps, paper and grass clippings, into soil-like material 
that can be added to your garden to help your plants grow 
and thrive! 2  

Your compost should include an equal amount of “green” 
and “brown” waste. Healthy compost requires a balance of 
carbon-rich brown waste and nitrogen-rich green waste. Start 
with a 1:1 ratio of greens and browns and make adjustments 
if necessary.3 It’s also important to add water to ensure that 
your compost stays moist, but not wet.4 Once you’re no 
longer able to recognize the individual materials that went  
into your home compost, its ready to use in your garden!5   

Greens: include nitrogen-rich items such as food 
scraps, coffee grounds and grass clippings. These 
items add moisture and nutrients to compost. 

Browns: include carbon-rich items, such as 
paper, eggshells, dried leaves and branches. 
These items help to provide structure and 
control moisture and smell. 

The Basics of Home Composting 
What is compost?

What can and can’t be composted?

Fruits and vegetables

Eggshells

Coffee grounds and filters

Tea bags

Cardboard  
(e.g. cardboard boxes 
and packaging materials)

Paper 

Shredded newspaper

Yard trimmings

Grass clippings

Houseplants

Hay and straw

Leaves

Sawdust

Wood chips

Cotton and wool rags

Black walnut tree 
leaves or twigs

Coal or charcoal ash

Dairy products (like 
butter, milk, sour 
cream, yogurt)  
and eggs

Diseased or insect-
ridden plants

Fats, grease, lard, 
or oils

Meat or fish bones 
and scraps

Human or Pet waste 
(like dog or cat feces, 
soiled cat litter)

Yard trimmings 
treated with chemical 
pesticides

Wipes that are not 
designed for home 
composting

What to Compost 1 What Not to Compost and Why 1

�Releases substances that might 
be harmful to plants

Might contain substances 
harmful to plants

Create odor problems and attract 
pests such as rodents and flies

Diseases or insects might survive and 
be transferred back to other plants

Create odor problems and attract 
pests such as rodents and flies

Create odor problems and attract 
pests such as rodents and flies

Might contain parasites, bacteria, 
germs, pathogens, and viruses 
harmful to humans

Might kill beneficial composting 
organisms

Though not well-know, many wipes 
are made from between 40-80% 
plastic and cannot be composted. 
Check to make sure products claiming 
to be composted have been shown to 
meet accepted testing requirements 
like those outlined by ASTM
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Certain myths and misconceptions, such as composting being smelly, messy or time consuming, 
often hold people back from giving home composting a try. But the truth is, if you follow the right 
steps, home composting can be simple, clean and quicker than you might think! 

Well-balanced compost shouldn’t smell or 
attract pests. However, if this is a concern, 
using a closed-bin composting method, as 
described below, will prevent smells from 
escaping or attracting pests.6  

The home composting process can take 
anywhere from 6 weeks to 6 months to 
complete, depending on a variety of factors. 
If you’re interested in producing compost 
as quickly as possible, you might want to 
consider the tumbler method (described 
below), which can turn your scraps into 
usable compost in as little as 6 weeks.7  

Composting is a simple and natural process.8 
Many methods, such as those described in 
this guide, don’t require many tools or steps. 
As long as you have a mixture of brown and 
green waste and access to outdoor space, 
you can start composting at home today!

Continue reading for 3 simple and convenient ways 
to start producing compost at home so you can 
turn your waste into nutrient rich compost!

Debunking Composting Myths

It’s smelly and messy It’s time consuming It’s complicated

Myth 1 Myth 2 Myth 3

The Basics of 
Home Composting 

H O M E  C O M P O S T I N G  G U I D E



Open-air composting is a simple method 
of home composting that’s ideal for many 
gardeners. It requires few materials and 
allows you to continuously add new organic 
material to your compost pile. You can 
choose to either put your home compost 
pile on bare soil or contain it within an open-
air bin (shown here and described below).9

Follow these steps to learn how to open-air 
compost at home! 

1. �Set up your open-air bin in a clear, shaded area outside 
and away from structures. It is important to protect your 
bin from too much rain and sun. Too much rain will make your 
compost too moist, while too much sun will make your pile dry, 
which may slow or even stop the composting process.10 Your 
space should be large enough for you to continually add to your 
compost heap over the coming weeks and months.

PRO TIP: If you choose to contain your compost within an  
open-air bin, choose one that is taller than it is wide. This will help 
to maximize the amount of compost you can produce, without 
taking up too much space. 

2. �Gather your green and brown waste. Begin by layering 
in your brown waste. Then add an equal amount of your 
green waste. Continue adding both brown and green waste 
maintaining a ratio of 1:111 brown waste and green waste. It’s 
okay if there’s a bit of extra moisture (or even water) in your 
green waste. This water is called “compost tea” and will drain 
into the soil and help fertilize your plants.12

   

PRO TIP: Break your brown and green waste into small pieces –  
this helps your compost break down faster!

3. �Turn  your compost pile about once a week for optimal 
conditions. Checking on your compost pile or open-air bin 
every week and turning the compost using a shovel or pitchfork 
helps create optimal composting conditions. This process 
provides oxygen to the microorganisms working to turn your 
scraps into compost. Also monitor the moisture level to ensure 
that your compost feels moist, like a damp sponge.13

Depending on environmental factors and the brown and green 
waste in your compost, it will take between 4 weeks to 12 months 
for your waste to turn into ready-to-use compost.14  You will know 
your compost is finished once it has a crumbly texture and a rich, 
earthy smell.

A healthy compost pile shouldn’t have a foul odor or attract pests, 
but there is a small chance of both with this method.15 If you’d 
prefer to keep your compost in a sealed container – keep reading!

Open-Air

• �An open-air compost bin (open top with side 
ventilation) - optional 

• A shovel or pitchfork

• �A pair of gardening or rubber gloves - 
optional

• Compostable materials

Is the open-air method right for you?

Why it’s great: 

• �Requires lower upfront costs and few 
materials to set up.

• �Allows you to compost varying amounts  
of organic material at one time.

• �Does not require a compost activator 
(since compost is exposed to the bare 
soil, it will naturally attract worms that 
help breakdown organic material). 

Please check with your local municipality on any rules around home composting in your community.

Things to consider: 

• �Composting materials are visible as they 
decompose.

	� A solution would be to use an open-air 
composting bin to partially conceal 
your compost

To get started, all you need is:
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Things to consider: 

• �Fits a limited amount of organic material 
at one time. Once you start a batch of 
compost, you won’t be able to add organic 
material to your container until that batch of 
compost is complete.

�	� As a solution, you can add multiple 
composting bins throughout your 
garden. 

• �Requires some upfront costs to purchase 
and time to assemble the required materials. 

Follow these steps to learn how to compost 
using a closed bin!   

1. �Place your closed bin in a clear, shaded area outside.  
As noted above, it is important to protect your compost from too 
much rain and sun.16 Once you’ve found the perfect spot for your 
bin, clear any debris and place your bin within your yard.  

2. �Gather your brown and green waste. First, line the bottom of 
your bin with your brown waste. Then add an equal amount of 
your green waste. Continue adding both brown and green waste, 
maintaining a ratio of 1:1 parts brown and green waste. 

 
PRO TIP: Break your items into small pieces – this helps your 
compost break down faster!

3. �Mix in your composting activator. You will need to add a 
compost activator to ensure that good, natural bacteria can enter 
the bin to keep the compost process active.17 

	� You can either use a natural activator or purchase an 
activator in powder form from a gardening store. Common 
natural activators include comfrey leaves, grass clippings, 
and young weeds.18 

4. �Check on your bin every week to mix and oxygenate the 
compostable materials. Like the open-air method, you will need 
to mix your compost using a shovel or pitchfork to keep the pile 
active and provide oxygen to the microorganisms working to turn 
your scraps into compost.19 

PRO TIP: If your bin has holes at the bottom for aeration, you 
can simply turn it onto its side and roll the bin on the ground to 
oxygenate your compost.19 

Depending on environmental factors and the type of brown and 
green waste in your compost, it will take between 4 weeks to 12 
months for your waste to turn into ready-to-use compost.20 You will 
know your compost is finished once it has a crumbly texture and a 
rich, earthy smell. 

Closed bin composting methods are perfect 
for those who are looking to effectively 
breakdown kitchen and paper scraps, but 
prefer to keep their compost discreetly 
camouflaged in their yard or garden.

Closed 
Bin

To get started, all you need is:

• �A large container – optional to use a container 
with holes on the bottom for aeration

• A lid to close or cover the container

• A shovel or pitchfork

• �A pair of gardening or rubber gloves - 
optional

• Compost activator 

• Compostable material

Is the closed bin method right for you?

Why it’s great: 

• �Your compost bin can be discreetly 
disguised within your garden.

• �The lid placed over your compost bin helps 
trap any smells and prevents rodents or 
pests from getting in. 

• �The bin can be as large or as small as  
you would like – this allows for flexibility  
if outdoor space is limited. 

Please check with your local municipality on any rules around home composting in your community.
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The tumbler composting method is a fan 
favorite because it’s simple, efficient, and uses 
little space. Unlike traditional composting which 
may require physically turning your compost 
pile with a pitchfork or shovel, this method 
allows you to simply “tumble” the compost 
scraps with a lever, allowing your compost to 
mix together and decompose quickly.21 

Follow these steps to learn how to tumble  
your own compost scraps right at home!

1. �Set up your compost tumbler in a clear, shaded area outside. 
As noted above, it is important to protect your tumbler from 
too much rain and sun. Too much rain will make your compost 
too moist. Too much sun will make it difficult for your scraps to 
decompose, slowing and even stopping the composting process.23

2. �Begin filling your green and brown waste into the tumbler. 
Make sure to maintain an equal ratio of green and brown waste as 
you fill the tumbler. Fill your tumbler to the top, since you won’t be 
able to add more compostable items to this batch. Because the 
tumbler is elevated, and away from the ground, you will need to 
add a compost activator to ensure that good, natural bacteria are 
able to keep the compost process active.24  

Pro tip: Break your items into small pieces – this helps your  
compost break down faster!

3. �Spin your tumbler 5 times around, 4 times a week.  
Now that your compost is in your tumbler, it’s time to give it a spin! 
Spin your bin in a full 360-degree motion 5 times, 4 times per week. 
Check on your compost to see if it’s finished and ready for use. You 
will know your compost is ready once it has a crumbly texture and 
a rich, earthy smell. 

After about 6 weeks to 6 months of tumbling your brown and green 
waste, your compost should be finished and ready for use! 25  

 
Pro tip: Leave a small amount (enough to fill a shovel) of finished 
compost in your tumbler to help activate your next batch.

Compost 
Tumbler

Is the tumbler method right for you?

Why it’s great: 

• �Because the compost bin is sealed and 
elevated from the ground, it’s ideal for 
those concerned about smells or attracting 
rodents and pests.

• �Composting materials are discretely 
concealed within the tumbler container.

• �Requires little strength in mixing since the 
bin is “tumbled” using a lever. 

Things to consider: 

• �Requires higher upfront costs to purchase 
the tumbler and other required materials.

• �Compostable materials cannot be added 
continuously. Traditional tumblers can only 
produce one batch of compost at a time. 

	 �As a solution, consider purchasing 
a dual chamber tumbler bin, which 
allows you to compost more materials 
at once. Add fresh organic material 
to one bin, while the other side is 
composting. 

To get started, all you need is: 22

• A compost tumbler

• A compost activator

• A pair of gardening or rubber gloves - optional

• Compostable material

Please check with your local municipality on any rules around home composting in your community.
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General Troubleshooting Tips

How do I know my compost is working? 
A working compost pile should start to visible reduce in size as the 
materials begin to break down. As your compost pile works, odor should 
be under control and you should notice a gradual warming of the pile or 
see steam when you turn your pile. 

What if my compost doesn’t heat up? 
If your compost is not heating up, it could mean that your compost pile is 
out of balance and the organisms that break down your food and garden 
waste are not fully operational. Check that your compost pile is properly 
aerated and is not too wet. Next, make sure you have the correct balance 
of brown waste to green waste. If you need to make corrections remember 
to give the pile a good turn after you add new material.  

My compost is steaming, is that okay? 

Yes, your compost pile will cycle through periods of heating and cooling. 
It is a good idea to keep an eye on the moisture level as the temperature 
rises and make sure you continue to turn and aerate the compost pile to 
avoid overheating.

How wet should my pile be? 

Your compost pile should be consistently damp. To test your compost 
water content, try the “hand squeeze” test – take a handful of your 
compost, and squeeze! A small amount of water should appear between 
your knuckles; think wrung-out sponge.

Won’t home composting attract vermin/rodents/
animals/rats? 
It is possible to attract new ‘neighbors’ to your compost pile, however there 
are a number of closed compost systems which work well to protect your 
compost pile from unwanted visitors. A good tip is to cover newly added 
food scraps with layer of brown material. 

My pile smells like rotten garbage. Is this normal? 
Smelly compost is often a sign that your compost pile is too wet and 
is not working optimally. A number of factors can be at the root of the 
problem: too much water, an imbalance of green materials (too much) to 
brown materials, or lack of air. Give your compost a good turn and check 
you have the right balance of brown vs. green materials. Straw or wood 
shavings are great ‘brown’ material additions which have the benefit of also 
helping manage excess moisture. 

Can I still compost in the winter? 
Yes! During the winter months, the composting process does slow down. 
You can help keep the process going by moving your compost to a sunny 
spot if possible and use items like, straw, cardboard, or leaves to create a 
layer of insulation around your pile. 
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