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Executive Summary 

Sprouts, a student-run cafe, food store, and club, is currently involving hundreds of 
UBC students in providing sustainable food systems to the campus community through 
their values and initiatives. To mark the re-opening of Sprouts’ main cafe and store in 
September 2018, a two-way community engagement art piece has been collaboratively 
created to tell the unique story of how Sprouts became Sprouts, while uncovering a method 
to continue data collection for the organization moving forwards.  

A Community Based Action Research methodology was used to facilitate ongoing, 
relevant, and informative research while including community stakeholders and 
researchers alike in the research activities. Both primary and secondary data collection 
methods were used to draw a more holistic picture of Sprouts’ history, and to include 
narratives of the direct beneficiaries of the organization. For secondary data a literature 
review was conducted along with an analysis of historical records kept by the organization 
as well as archival data held by the Alma Mater Society of UBC. In person unstructured 
interviews were conducted with five members of the Sprouts community.  

From the data collected, we were able to develop a comprehensive timeline of 
Sprouts’ history starting from its inception and running through to current events. In order 
to create a more efficient method of data collection in the future, shared folders were 
created with categorized items that provide interesting information that were 
photographed during the investigation of the historical and archival data. The interviews, 
along with a more complete understanding of the history of Sprouts, contributed valuable 
insights in how the art piece should be designed and what key characteristics it should 
have.  

There is opportunity to create a method of record keeping that embraces 
collaboration by creating a platform where resources can be uploaded and shared. In using 
something that allows different stakeholders to contribute, the hope is that records will be 
personalized to provide the qualitative stories that make history so valuable. Ideally, a 
shared space will also help increase transparency between club executives as they change 
year to year as well as the community at large.  

The art piece needed to be created in a way that was collaborative and showcased 
the values of Sprouts. As such, we used only recycled materials, and designed it to be 
colourful and inviting. The painting took place at the Annual General Meeting where many 
Sprouts members contributed to its creation. In hosting more events like the group 
painting, we encourage Sprouts to continue collaborative projects that will foster a sense of 
community within the organization’s vast network.  

Finally, it is encouraged that further research be undertaken to investigate other 
ways of engaging community and making spaces unique and welcoming. We encourage 
Sprouts to look to creating more partnerships with other key stakeholders on the 
university campus and advocate for other sustainable initiatives.  
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Introduction  

Sprouts is a student-run non-profit organization based at the University of British 

Columbia (UBC) whose aim is to make healthy, affordable and sustainably produced food 

more accessible to the UBC community. Sprouts values of engagement, accessibility and 

sustainability are reflected in both their profitable (cafe, grocery store, Sprouts box) and 

outreach programs or initiatives (Community Eats and food workshops) (“Who We Are”). 

Over the years, Sprouts has evolved from a bulk buying co-operative in 1997 to the several 

arrays of initiatives currently run by 25 board members and about 150 student volunteers. 

To mark the re-opening of Sprouts main cafe and store in September 2018, Sprouts 

members hope to create an engaging and welcoming space that also represents its 

evolution and growth (“Who We Are”). 

The goal of our project is therefore to tell the story of Sprouts role in the food 

system through a living and engaging community art piece that showcases Sprouts values 

and allows for two-way community engagement. A secondary goal will be to propose an 

online database that will allow for the centralization of Sprouts resources since inception, 

and pave way for future record keeping.  

Student run initiatives are vital to UBC’s Strategic plan on sustainability,  the Sprouts 

project aligns with UBC’s 20-Year Sustainability Strategy (UBC 20-Year Sustainability 

Strategy 7). The goal is to have “UBC model a sustainable and integrated food system that 

equally values environmental, social, and economic outcomes and assesses the impacts of 

food production, transformation, and consumption on environmental, personal, and 

community health” (UBC 20-Year Sustainability Strategy 7). Sprouts strives to make local, 

organic and fair-trade food more accessible to the UBC community, produce zero waste, 
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promote and support fair economic development, and operate a business where ethics, the 

environment and social responsibility take precedence over profits (“Who We Are”). 

Creation of an engaging community art piece that reflects Sprouts’ values will help foster 

discussions around ethical consumption and contribute to active engagement with our food 

systems. The UBC Social Economic Ecological Development Sustainability (SEEDS) 

initiative aims to leverage student expertise in achieving the university’s operational 

environmental and social sustainability goals (“About SEEDS”). Student-run organizations 

like Sprouts are essential for food literacy since they provide multiple opportunities for 

students to develop skills on sustainable food systems and create educational opportunities 

around health and nutrition, and global trade; fostering critical thought, ethical global 

citizenship and building communities that are food literate. Furthermore, a commitment to 

zero waste is paramount to the city of Vancouver meeting Sustainable Development Goal 

(SDG) 11 (Sustainable cities and communities) by significantly reducing the proportion of 

urban solid waste regularly collected and generated by the city (Sustainable Development 

Knowledge Platform).  Benefits such as increasing student engagement with sprouts, 

increasing food accessibility and food literacy  with be brought forward to both the UBC 

community and society at large.  

Our specific research objectives include: 1) to create a comprehensive narrative of 

Sprout’s history from interviews and document analysis, 2) to develop a meaningful 

community art piece that can increase awareness of Sprouts and engage the community in 

sustainable food systems while allowing for creative input from current and future Sprouts 

members, 3) to inform the development of an online database to serve as a historical 

repository of Sprout’s history, 4) highlight the various initiatives within Sprouts, their 
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interconnectedness and how they align with UBC’s strategic plan on sustainability, 5) 

conduct literature review on existing food system related community engagement art 

pieces for students organizations as well as best practices for historical archiving, and 6) 

contribute to student engagement with the food system by creating a community art piece 

that reflects and fosters Sprouts values of community engagement, increased food 

accessibility and sustainability, and increases food literacy.  

 

Methodology and Methods 

Methodology 

The methodology used in this project will follow a Community-Based Action 

Research (CBAR) approach. CBAR refers to a way to generate research in community by 

involving all stakeholders as active and equal participants throughout the project. 

(Nasrollahi). The methodology for this project follows the design, gather, analyze, 

communicate, and use process outlined by Nasrollahi (18665) with the methods for 

collecting and using findings to create clear outcomes that will benefit the community 

partners. In collaborating with the Sprouts team, the project researchers are not acting as 

experts, but as facilitators and catalysts for change (Nasrollahi 18664). The results are 

intended to be useful and inspire a continuation of related research or programs after its 

conclusion.  

 

Methods 

 Multiple methods are utilized to collect a whole systems overview of our project 

space. In order to develop a narrative of the history of Sprouts, the methods chosen draw 
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on existing assets within the community and at UBC. Both secondary and primary research 

was conducted. With a CBAR methodology in mind, the methods were drawn on a scope of 

using community resources and in collaboration with the community partner.  

 

Secondary Data 

Literature Review 

We conducted a literature review to rationalize the importance of community 

engagement in sustainable food programs on university campuses. Using the UBC library 

online search tool, and databases like CABi, the research found relevant academic articles. 

Online searches of other community engagement art pieces was also conducted to find best 

practices as well as inspiration for the development of the Sprouts’ art piece. Keywords 

used for these searches included “community engagement art piece” or “methods for 

community engagement”. The literature review acted as a baseline for further delving into 

concepts relevant to this project and was a starting point for designing data collection 

plans.  

Historical records 

 One resource available to the student team was the records kept by Sprouts. We had 

access to a physical collection of a variety of mediums. Photographs, letters, brochures, 

legacy menus, and other forms of primary data have remained in files over the course of 

Sprouts’ running, and were reviewed by the student team. Samples of this data is shown in 

Appendix 1. Photographs or scans of relevant pieces were recorded, including letters of 

support for Sprouts’ creation, photos of the UBC Food Cooperative Demonstration Garden.  
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Archival data 

Since Sprouts has been part of the Alma Mater Society (AMS) from its inception as a 

bulk buying club, the AMS archives provided another medium for looking  into Sprouts’ 

history. The archivist pulled files on the Natural Food Coop, and relevant documents were 

scanned and emailed to the student team. Data collected from the archives can be found in 

Appendix 2. The information in the archives included articles published in the student 

newspaper, the Ubyssey, old emails regarding Sprouts’ functioning as a business and club, 

and other documents like old constitutions.  

 

Primary Data 

Personal interviews 

Given the collaborative nature of Sprouts as an organization, qualitative responses 

from personal interviews was chosen as an appropriate research method. A total of five 

participants were interviewed using an unstructured and informal interview process. The 

current president of Sprouts reached out to current volunteers and board members as well 

as past members, and provided their emails to the student team. The selection process of 

who was selected was conducted by the community partner, with the contact details 

provided to us with the participant’s permission. Seven potential interviewees were 

contacted via email, with five people responding to set up face-to-face interviews. The 

locations of interviews were chosen on campus at a location convenient for the participant, 

such as the AMS Nest. Interviewees were contacted on Wednesday, Feb 27, 2018 with the 

meetings occurring through the following two week period. 
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Results   

Timeline 

We created a timeline of Sprouts’ history based on the data collected from Sprouts’ 

historical records and the AMS archives. Six key events are identified as key moments in 

the growth of Sprouts as a club (figure 1), though a more detailed timeline was also 

constructed (appendix 3). The timeline indicates significant events including location 

changes since Sprouts was first started in 1997.  

 

 
 Figure 1. Sprouts historical timeline  

 The information collected at the AMS Archives and the historical pieces held by the 

organization itself contained a variety of photos and documents. Some of the highlighted 

and most relevant items were photographed or scanned, and are included in appendices 2 

and 3. In organizing these photos and documents, they have been organized as best as 

possible chronologically where dates were available and categorized by medium in the 

occasions where dates were unknown, and accessed in a communal folder online. These 

articles will contribute to the rough data collection plan proposed to Sprouts’ in collecting 

data moving forwards.  
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Narratives driving the art piece design 

Of a total of 7 current and past Sprouts volunteers and board members contacted, 5 

participated in interviews. A full description of our script is included in appendix 4, though 

it is worth noting that given the unstructured and informal nature of the interviews, a lot of 

the conversations were often off script. Based on the interview answers and comments we 

collected, we created a word cloud that shows the frequency of each word as used by the 

interviewee (figure 2). The text font size is correlated to the number of times each word 

has been used during the interview. The most frequently used words including Sprouts, 

community, people, volunteer, and food are a good representation of Sprouts’ role on the 

UBC campus. Sprouts is a community club that engages everyone on campus to get 

connected through the passion of food. We selected the outstanding and community 

engagement related questions that were answered by the interviewees and which 

represented the most common answers to some of our more relevant questions (table 1).  

 
Figure 2. Word Cloud indicates the most frequently used terms by the interviewees.  
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Table 1. Highlighted interview questions and responses 

Interview Question Response 

How would you describe 
Sprouts? 

“Sprouts is affordable, sustainable, volunteer/ student run, 
and non-profit food club for all the students on campus.”  

What are the benefits of 
Sprouts to students and the 
UBC campus?  

“Learning about food security and good food choice after 
Sprouts.” 
 
“I like that is has taught me how to reduce my food waste.” 

How do you think we can 
better engage UBC students 
in the Sprouts initiative? 

“Sprouts executive should get more recognition for being a 
time consuming position.” 
 
“People also don't know us without our own permanent 
space.” 

What should be included in 
the community art piece? 
 

“Art piece should be able to change throughout time as the 
sustainable view can be changed by time.” 
 
“Create a timeline with Sprouts history. For the new 
generation of the Sprouts to understand where Sprouts is 
from.” 

Do you think the Sprouts 
community would be 
interested in an event to 
create or install an art 
piece for the new location 
collaboratively? 

“Sprouts will definitely be willing to engage students. 
Students are generally interested in these events.” 
 
“Strategic ways a mural can put different things together 
but still look collaborative. Getting more people's ideas. 
Make people more engaged. Getting everyone's voice.” 

 

Creating the art piece 

The community engagement art piece design was created collaboratively with a 

Sprouts volunteer who has experience designing murals and the student team. It was 

designed with the intention of incorporating some of the desired characteristics 

interviewees wanted like being colourful and warm, and showing that it was created by 

students and not formally by an external professional. Vegetables growing in size were 
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selected to be familiar and show that this is a place where patrons can access good food. 

The outline of the fruits and vegetables was drawn on a recycled piece of wood fit to the 

dimensions of the future Sprouts counter.  

Painting the art piece was done in a way that allowed other members of the Sprouts 

community to participate, in order to get the personalized feeling. The painting happened 

at the Sprouts Annual General Meeting on March 28, 2018 (figure 3 and figure 4). After 

painting, dates and descriptions were added, with the possibility of adding personalized 

photos to it in the future. The art piece includes a timeline with Sprouts history and 

different varieties of vegetable and fruits to represent Sprouts’ goals  of making local, 

organic, vegan food more accessible on campus (figure 5).  

 

 
Figure 3. Initial design of the community engagement art piece 
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Figure 4. Painting the art piece during Sprouts Annual General Meeting 

 
 

 
                             Figure 5. Sprouts community engagement art piece  
 

Discussion   

Sustainability values 

 In investigating the history of Sprouts using both primary and secondary data 

collection methods, we were able to create a comprehensive narrative of how Sprouts has 

evolved and where it has historically fit in with UBC’s campus sustainability initiatives. At 
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its core, from its initiation in 1997 as the UBC Bulk Buying Club, Sprouts has a foundation in 

student collaboration and bottom-up initiatives. In this way, it is clear that Sprouts has 

been a key contributor to campus wide community engagement, but has been unique in 

that it has attracted the participation mainly of students from a variety of backgrounds. 

This is demonstrated in the many formal letters of support Sprouts received when opening 

its storefront in 2004, showed in appendix 1, where stakeholders from the faculties of 

science, forestry and land and food systems, along with the AMS voiced their support.  

 The interviews illuminated the truly collaborative nature of the club, and showed 

how the involvement of students had helped facilitate more food sustainability on campus. 

One interviewee, for example, highlighted that now when they go grocery shopping, they 

“know not to think the produce is bad just because it’s not attractive” (Anonymous). They 

felt as though reducing food waste, as a key goal of Sprouts, was something they also came 

to incorporate in all other parts of their lives. Key benefits for volunteers and patrons that 

were revealed in both the interviews and archival information relating sustainability are:  

- Learning about food security issues and how to make good food choices 

- Zero-waste policy helped them to acknowledge the importance of reducing waste 

- Promoting plant-based diets to UBC students and staff 

- Making local and organic food more accessible 

- Meeting interesting people from diverse background and sharing their passion for 

food. 

As mentioned by Pothukuchi and Molnar, urban universities can use their capacity 

to support sustainability ventures to leverage towards food sustainability (342). With 

Sprouts running as a community based campus organization, it is clearly contributing to 



14 

greater sustainability by acting as a model for success for students who participate in any 

of its initiatives.  

Community engagement 

Not only does Sprouts instill sustainable values, it is a key player in creating 

community on campus. The literature review conducted in the early stages of the project 

clearly identified a link between campus community engagement and fostering food 

sustainability; for example, in a study by Levkoe and Wakefield, food spaces focussing on 

community engagement were shown to be essential for harbouring healthy, just, and 

democratic food systems (250). Based on the interviews we conducted, all Sprouts 

members enjoyed being in a part of this community of like minded people passionate about 

creating a healthy food system for our campus. That being said, the opening of the new cafe 

offers a unique opportunity to design a space that shows the same feel of inclusivity. 

Adding art, colour, and warmth was a clear articulation from interviews, and would allow 

the new space to reflect the old location with its warm walls and cozy atmosphere as was 

shown in archived photos.  

 

Recommendations and conclusion 

Student run initiatives like Sprouts are vital towards the achievement of university 

sustainability goals. They increase students engagement with their community, promote 

food literacy and allow for more involvement with the food system.  Through conducting an 

extensive literature review, analysis of Sprout’s history and archives as well as 

interviewing Sprouts members, a comprehensive narrative of Sprouts was created that 

informed the development of a meaningful community art piece. In line with the  project 
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goal of  telling the story of Sprouts’ role in the food system through an engaging and living 

community art piece that showcases Sprouts’ values and allows for two-way community 

engagement, the art piece was created collaboratively at the Sprouts Annual General 

Meeting and after extensive consultation with Sprouts members. An online database 

(Google Drive)  was also created that will serve as a historical repository of Sprouts history 

(appendix 5). Analysis of the AMS archives and past documents that were held by the club 

allowed for the identification of significant dates and events that occured since Sprouts first 

started in 1997 and a timeline of these events was created. From the interviews it was clear 

that involvement with Sprouts promotes community engagement, since the members 

valued the community that they had created with other Sprouts members, and promotes 

sustainability values both at a personal and community level. All the members interviewed 

were more involved with  their food system as a result of their involvement with Sprouts.  

In order to increase the success of student run initiatives like Sprouts, the following 

recommendations are proposed.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

 In this SEEDS project, most research was done on archival data and literature 

review on other community initiatives. Recommended areas of research could include 

better methods of community engagement such as exploring the use of technological 

devices to attract and involve more community members. In our project, we considered 

using an electronic screen that shows a social media users’ message if they hashtag Sprouts 

on their social media post. We also considered making a community space that allows 

community members to plant small fruits and vegetables that can be shared with those in 

need. These are community engagement ideas that came up during our research of other 



16 

good community projects, but we did not have enough time nor funding to carry out these 

projects. Perhaps other LFS 450 projects could follow up on community engagement pieces 

that are more productive.  

 Future research can also be done on better methods of history keeping, which 

allows all community members including Sprouts members to review and add to the 

history of Sprouts in a more physical way other than using Google Drive. By allowing data 

collection to be something that is accessible by everyone and decentralized, record keeping 

could become in itself  be a way of promoting community building and transparency 

between board members and general volunteers, and even regular patrons of the club. 

Having something as simple as the aforementioned hashtag would create a way for 

everyone to contribute to documenting their narratives of Sprouts. Research into methods 

of keeping qualitative data, or designing a space online or in person to deposit photos or 

stories could be useful for Sprouts moving forward. 

 Sprouts is a non-profit student-run club that promotes sustainable eating on UBC 

campus, however not a lot of students know about it and other food places such as 

seedlings. Therefore, future LFS 450 projects could research on how to engage the greater 

UBC community to recognize and participate in sustainable food initiatives beyond existing 

networks. Exploring how to reach out to people who are typically involved in making less 

sustainable purchasing decisions or lack a sense of purpose or place are an example target 

group for this kind of study.  
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Recommendations for Action 

Some more immediate actions that can be taken to improve Sprouts presence on the 

UBC campus include continued building community, allowing data collection with more 

accessible folders and bringing more stakeholders on board; to continue community 

building, dialogue and collaboration are essential to the growth and success of student-run 

initiatives. Awareness of such initiatives either through formal and informal dialogue as 

well as collaboration with other student run initiatives and the university will not only 

increase Sprouts presence on campus but also encourage more support for such initiatives. 

Furthermore, initiation of community engagement events similar to the art piece creation 

event will also promote community building and  a sense of community. Important things 

to note will be to personalize the process as this will contribute towards making the final 

output more memorable.   

It is also recommended that Sprouts data can be collected using accessible folders so 

that all data collected related to Sprouts can be well organized and stored in folders that 

are accessible by everyone to promote transparency and allow for easy retrieval of data to 

inform future decision making and an appreciation of the progress that Sprouts has made 

since 1997. Categorizing the data into different sections will also make the retrieval 

process more efficient. In a way, by having community members contribute to the 

documentation of Sprouts’ story can act as a community building exercise itself.  

It is also important to bring more stakeholders on board. The Sustainable Food 

Access Referendum was a big milestone for student run food outlets on the UBC campus. 

There was an overwhelming amount of support from UBC students for the referendum in 

which every student will be contributing an annual fee of $0.30 to support sustainable food 
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initiatives on the UBC campus. Having more stakeholders on board will set Sprouts up for 

success now and in the future. Also, continued advocacy and lobbying to bring more 

stakeholders on board beyond just the students will ensure the continued success of 

student run initiatives like Sprouts. Having the AMS as well as the UBC staff (SEEDs staff) 

and faculty (Land and Food systems,) support such initiatives is essential for long term 

continuation when current Sprouts members graduate. Our group’s frequent interaction 

with the board members of Sprouts specifically the president and store coordinator gave as 

a unique appreciation of the time commitment and dedication that they put into running 

the Sprouts organization and managing about 150 student volunteers. Their commitment 

was very admirable considering that those positions are unpaid. The SEEDs staff should 

consider partnering with the Work Learn program to create specific paid positions within 

the Sprouts executive board.   
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Appendix 1. Sprouts Archives 

 
Letters of support for the Sprouts storefront in 2004 
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Natural Food Coop Constitution 
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AMS 2015 Club Award 
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Oatmeal event volunteer created poster 
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Appendix 2. AMS Archives 

Sprouts menu 2007 

 



25 

 
Ubyssey article on the opening of the Sprouts storefront 

  



26 

Appendix 3. More detailed timeline of Sprouts’ history 
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Appendix 4. Interview script 

Do you have any questions for us before we begin?  
1. What is your relationship with Sprouts? 

a. What are some reasons that led you to become a part of the Sprouts 
community? 

2. How would you describe Sprouts? 
3. How would you describe your experience with Sprouts 

a. What do you like most about Sprouts 
b. What do you not like 

4. How is Sprouts different now than it was when you first got involved, if it is 
different? 

5. What are the benefits of Sprouts to students and the UBC campus, if any? 
a. In what ways has your involvement with Sprouts been beneficial to you?  

      6.  How do you think we can better engage UBC students in the Sprouts initiative? 
 We are looking to create a community engagement art piece in the new space, where the 
story of Sprouts will be shared.  

1. In the opening of the new location, describe what your ideal vision of the cafe and 
store setting would be. What would it feel like or look like, and is there anything in 
particular you would like to see? 

2. Is there anything that comes to mind that we should definitely include in the 
community art piece? 

3. Do you think the Sprouts community or the UBC community more broadly would be 
interested in an event to create or install an art piece for the new location 
collaboratively? 

Are there any final comments you would like to share? 
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Appendix 5. Folders for data collection 

 

 
Screenshot of shared folders and example of categorizing items 




