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Who are we?
HomeTracker is part of the Food, Energy, and Water Conscious (FEWCON) collaborative 
research project funded by the National Science Foundation. Michigan Technological 
University and Rutgers University are both associated with the project, so you may see these 
university names on project materials.

What is this document?
This document provides guidance for you to get started and can serve as a reference if you have 
any questions during the study.

If you have questions that aren’t answered in this document, you can always send an email 
message to hometracker@mtu.edu.

What you will do during the study?
During this study, you will:

1. Enter information about you, your family and your home through a series of initial surveys
2. Track your food, energy, and water purchases over one year
3. Read monthly messages about your food, energy, and water consumption
4. Answer short monthly surveys about you, your family, and your home

How will you track your food, energy, and water purchases?
During this study, you will be recording your food, energy, and water purchases over the course 
of one year through the HomeTracker web application.

This includes:

1.  Entering food consumption data via HomeTracker during four 2-week periods.
2.  Entering data on water consumption and gas consumption (if applicable) via HomeTracker, 

based on bills from your providers throughout the year.
3.  Providing access to electric utility data from Commonwealth Edison, which will be imported 

automatically into HomeTracker once you consent to release your data. You will not need to 
enter these data.
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GETTING STARTED
HomeTracker: Changing password and logging in
You will send and receive information about your household consumption through a web-based 
application (program) called HomeTracker.

To use HomeTracker, you will need an electronic device with Internet access. This could be a 
desktop or laptop computer, a tablet, or a smartphone.

To access HomeTracker, use the browser application on your device to visit this web address:

https://mtu.edu/hometracker
You will see a login page with an option to “Reset Password”. Click on this link, and you will be 
prompted for your Username.

Enter the username that you were given when 
you enrolled in the study, and click on “Reset 
my password”.

A message will be sent to the email account 
that you provided when you signed up for the 
study. Read this message and click on the link; 
you will be brought to a webpage where you 
may enter a password for your account.

Your password must be between 8 and 64 characters long, and it must contain at least one letter, 
at least one number, and at least one special character (!,@,#,$,%,^,&).

Once you have entered a valid password, you will be logged in to HomeTracker. To test that your 
password has been updated correctly, click on the “Log Out” link in the upper right corner of the 
page. You should see the login screen you saw before. Enter the username and new password, and 
you will be logged in. 

If you check the Remember me box, your password will be saved in the browser application so 
you won’t have to re-enter it. Use this option only if you are using a device that is accessible only 
to your household.
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Getting started: Informed consent
Before you can participate in the study, we need your informed consent.

Informed consent tells you about your rights as a research participant and of the risks and 
benefits of participation. It also tells you that you are participating voluntarily and can withdraw 
from research at any time.

When you log in for the first time, HomeTracker will take you directly to the informed consent 
form. Please read all the way through; at the end you will see options to “Accept” or “Cancel”.

The HomeTracker home page includes a link to “Documents” in the upper right corner; you may 
click on this link to view the consent form at any time. You will also find the documents for 
receiving compensation under this Documents tab (see below).

Getting started: Home page
Once you have given informed consent, you will see the HomeTracker home page.





The green items offer ways to 
enter various types of household 
consumption data.



The orange items 
are alerts, which 
inform you of issues 
that may need your 
attention.

The blue item is 
where you go to read 
messages about 
your household 
consumption.



The (?) items 
provide online 
help.
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Getting started: Compensation
In order to be compensated for your participation in this study, you will need to complete an IRS 
W-9 and a Receipt of Compensation Form. The forms are available under the Documents tab on 
the HomeTracker homepage. You can download the pdf versions of these forms to complete them 
on your computer or to print them to complete. Please mail these printed and completed forms to: 

Chelsea Schelly
Department of Social Sciences
Michigan Technological University
1400 Townsend Drive
Houghton MI 49931

You may participate in the study without completing this W-9 and Receipt of Compensation 
Form, but you cannot be compensated for your participation without completing and submitting 
both of these forms. If you have any questions, please contact hometracker@mtu.edu

Getting started: Alerts
You will see a number of alerts asking you to complete some initial tasks. Please  complete  all of 
the following initial tasks: 

 y Entering household member data
 y Completing Survey 1 and Survey 2
 y Completing the Utility API authorization form
 y Completing the documents necessary for receiving compensation for participation
 y If possible, entering the data from your most recent water and natural gas bills.  
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Getting started: Entering household members
Select the “View/Edit” option under 
HOUSEHOLD in order to enter the 
names of people living in your household.

The name of each household member can 
be any name that identifies that person for 
you (e.g. first name, nickname, initials).

You may update the household members 
list at any time in the study period—for 
example, if someone moves into or out of 
the home.

You will first be asked to enter the number 
of item rows; here, enter the number of 
household members. Next, you will be 
prompted for the name of each household 
member.  Enter each name and click on 
“Set”.

Getting started: Authorizing electric utility data sharing
HomeTracker will collect your Commonwealth Edison electricity consumption data 
automatically. Commonwealth Edison has partnered with a company named UtilityAPI, which 
collects and stores household data, then makes it available to HomeTracker.

meter HomeTracker
Application
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For this project, we need your permission to access your electricity use data
1. historically from the last 12 months,
2. the 12 months you are in the study, and
3. for 6 months after completion of the study.

You will need to complete the Utility API authorization form to provide permission to access 
your household electricity consumption data. To complete this form, you will need to have an 
online account with Commonwealth Edison and will need to provide your username, password, 
and email associated with your Commonwealth Edison account.

Getting started: Surveys 1 and 2
During the first week, you will be asked to complete two surveys.

The first survey will ask you questions about your home and your habits to help us
understand your energy, water, and food consumption.

The second survey will ask you questions about you and your family and your daily lives.

Both surveys are available in the HomeTracker; you may access them via the “Alerts” on  
the homepage.

If you can’t finish the survey in one sitting, the Save and Continue feature can be used to  
retrieve your partial response so you can start right where you left off the next time you click  
the survey link.

If you accidentally close your survey browser, the survey saves automatically periodically. 
Clicking on the survey link will bring you back to the last point it saved to complete the rest  
of the survey.
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ENTERING ENERGY AND WATER DATA
Entering natural gas data
If your household uses natural gas, you will enter gas charges by entering values from your 
monthly bill.

Choose “Add” from the Natural 
Gas option on the home page.

Enter the billing period and the 
Therms used for that period (as 
shown in the above) and
then confirm the entry by 
selecting Submit.
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Entering water data
As with natural gas, you will enter water consumption data (in gallons) taken from your  
monthly bill.

Choose “View/Edit” from the Water option on the home page.

Enter the amount and date, and confirm the entry by selecting Submit.

If available, please enter the information from your most recent natural gas and water bills when 
you begin your enrollment the study. Please enter the information for water and natural gas 
whenever you receive a new bill throughout the duration of the study.
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ENTERING FOOD DATA
Food collection periods
Food consumption data will be collected during four two-week periods. You will receive 
notifications by email and in HomeTracker informing you of when the data collection will be 
starting.

During each food study period, please save all of your food-related receipts and keep track of 
any food purchases that do not have a receipt.

You will use HomeTracker to upload information about all of your purchases,
including those with and without receipts.

Food categories
There are three different categories for the food data you will enter:
1.  Food At Home (with Receipt): Food and drinks purchased to be prepared at home,  

with a receipt
2.  Food At Home (no Receipt): Food and drinks purchased to be prepared at home,  

with no receipt
3.  Food Away From Home: Food and drinks prepared at restaurants, coffee shops, food trucks,  

cafeterias, etc.

We are not tracking food that is not purchased by your household, for example, food that you 
grow, food traded or bartered for, food prepared for you by someone outside your household, or 
food not monetized in any other way. We will ask about this food consumption separately.

Entering food data: What device to use?
During each food study period, we will ask you to 
1. take photos of all Food At Home receipts, 
2. upload the photos to HomeTracker, and 
3. add name and price information about your purchases.

If you have a small device (e.g. smartphone or tablet), it may be easiest to take photos of receipts 
with this device, then log in to HomeTracker on the small device and upload the photos. Entering 
the name and price data may be easier on a larger device. 

If you have both a small device and a larger one (e.g. laptop or desktop computer), we 
recommend completing steps (1) and (2) with the small device and completing step (3) with the 
larger device.
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ENTERING FOOD AT HOME
How to prepare receipt
1. Number each item with a black pen
2. Cross out any credit card numbers that may be on the receipt with a black pen.
3.  Take a photo of your receipt from a height of about 6 inches. Multiple photos may need to be 

taken of the receipt if the receipt is too long. When taking multiple photos, take each photo 
starting from the next item. For example, if Photo 1 ends with Item 5, start Photo 2 with  
item 6 at the top.

Adding a receipt to HomeTracker
To add a Food at Home purchase with Receipt, select “Add” under Food at Home  
on the home page.

The process takes two steps:
1.  Add the purchase place and date, along with the receipt image(s); then
2.  Annotate the receipt with notes, to help our team better understand what was purchased.

After entering merchant and date information, click “Browse”, select a receipt image from your 
device, and click “Add”. You may add more than one receipt image. 

Each image should be in “portrait mode,” with the top of the receipt pointing upwards.  
You may adjust the image with Rotate Left or Rotate Right.
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Once you have set the place and time of 
purchase and uploaded receipt images, you 
may proceed to annotation of the receipt, or 
you may save the current purchase data and 
annotate later.

If you choose to annotate later, you will get a reminder on the home page that a receipt needs to 
be annotated.
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Annotating a receipt

To annotate a receipt, add the number of rows corresponding to the number of items on the 
receipt, then add text describing what each individual item is. Please use a detailed description 
when possible, such as “packaged carrots” or “frozen carrots” rather than just “carrots.” If a food 
item is packaged in any way (such as greens in a plastic container), please indicate this in your 
description. Please label nonfood products as “Not Food.” Please label nondairy alternatives 
(like nondairy milk or yogurt) as being nondairy products so that they are correctly categorized. 
We encourage you to fill in every blank, as your input can help us understand some receipt 
abbreviations that may be difficult.

In annotating your grocery items, you can generally give the common name of the food you have 
bought. For example, honey nut cheerios can just be entered as cereal. You also do not need to 
specify if food is organic or inorganic or local.

When you are finished annotating, you may select the Finalize Button.
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Adding a Food at Home purchase without receipt

If you made a purchase but have no receipt, select the “Add” option under Food at Home – No 
Receipt on the home page. You will be prompted for the place and date of the purchase, as well 
as the items you purchased. For each, provide a simple description and a price estimate.
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ENTERING FOOD AWAY FROM HOME
Food Away from Home
The project will also track food you purchase that is prepared outside of your home (e.g. 
restaurant, take-out, or delivery purchases).

There are two categories of Food Away from Home purchases:

Limited service restaurants are establishments primarily engaged in providing food 
services (except snack and nonalcoholic beverage bars) where patrons generally order or 
select items and pay before eating. Food and drink may be consumed on premises, taken 
out, or delivered to the customer’s location. Some establishments in this industry may 
provide these food services in combination with selling alcoholic beverages. Cafeteria 
food is included in limited service.

Full service restaurants are establishments primarily engaged in providing food services 
to patrons who order and are served while seated (i.e., waiter/waitress service) and pay 
after eating. These establishments may provide this type of food service to patrons in 
combination with selling alcoholic beverages, providing carryout services, or presenting 
live nontheatrical entertainment. Soft drinks, alcoholic beverages and food items should 
all be included in the total cost. Tips should not be included in the total cost.
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Entering Food Away from Home

To enter these purchases, choose “Add” under the Food Away from Home option on the  
home page. 

We will not collect receipts for Food Away from Home purchases, and we do not request 
itemization of purchases in this category.

For each household member, there is an entry for limited service and for full service. There 
are also entries for household-wide purchases that were made for the group rather than for any 
individual. Entries in this form may be left blank if there was no purchase for them.
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What else to expect
In addition to entering your household consumption data in the HomeTracker, you will be able to 
use the website to:

 y  See how your household consumption compares to average household consumption
 y  Learn about the impacts of your household consumption; you will receive emails 

when there are new messages to view on the website
 y  Access surveys intended to learn more about your consumption; you will receive 

emails when there are new surves to access on the website

What comes next
 y  You will need to complete a W9 and a Receipt of Compensation to receive 

compensation for your participation in this study. This is required for all participant 
support payments over $25.

 y If you have any questions or troubles getting your account set up, please reach out! 
You can contact hometracker@mtu.edu with any questions.

Welcome to the FEWCON study! We are glad you’re here!


