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Supporting Circular Economies
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Practitioner Summary                                                  I. Jankovic, I. Andrade, A. Levaggi, A. Navarro (2026)

UBC’s Zero Waste Action Plan commits the university to reducing landfill waste by 50% below 2019 levels by
2030 and identifies residence-based reuse systems as a key opportunity to advance this goal. At Acadia Park,
residents have already created informal “free piles” in laundry rooms, lobbies, and mail areas where household
goods are shared. While widely valued, these systems are unevenly accessible, difficult to maintain, and place a
significant burden on facilities staff.  This project explored whether a formal Free Store could strengthen
reuse while remaining accessible, community-driven, and operationally feasible.

Understand current reuse behaviours and
informal exchange patterns at Acadia Park
Assess resident and staff interest in a formal
Free Store
Identify operational, accessibility, and equity
considerations
Develop practical, community-informed
recommendations to guide implementation

Objectives Research Methods

Findings Recommendations

Resident Survey
56 responses

Interviews
8 residents, 3 admin staff

Focus Group
4 service staff

Strong reuse culture at Acadia Park:
Current informal reuse system is widely used
Residents described it as “convenient,”
“delightful,” and essential for newcomers

Strong support for Free Store:
More than 80% of residents support the idea
of a formal Free store at Acadia Park
Perceived benefits include: waste reduction,
cost savings, and community building

Key challenges with current system:
Mess, broken items, and unclear rules
Uneven access (apartment residents lack
laundry-room access)
Heavy labour burden on facilities staff,
especially during move-in/move-out
Confusion about what items are acceptable
and how long they remain available

Key considerations for Free Store:
Residents consistently warned that over-
formalization (limited hours, key sign-out, etc.)
could reduce use and increase waste
Staff emphasized that without dedicated
management, a Free Store would not be
sustainable

1. Design for Low Barriers
24/7 or extended access via UBC card or simple key sign-out
Locate the Free Store in a central space (e.g. Commonsblock)
Reduce friction wherever possible: “The lower the barrier, the
easier it is for residents.”

2. Hire a Dedicated Free Store Coordinator
Avoid adding workload to already understaffed facilities teams
Could be a student worker, staff role, or resident volunteers
Responsibilities: sorting,  signage, coordinating donations/disposal

3. Build on Existing Behaviour
Maintain decentralized drop-off points (lobbies/laundry areas)
Coordinator to transfer items to the central Free Store
Formalize what already works instead of replacing it

4. Accept Both Hard and Soft Goods
High need for hard goods like furniture as well as soft goods like
kitchen items, children’s goods, and clothing
Consider separate zones for furniture vs. high-turnover items
Explore structured furniture drop-off or pickup support during
move-in/move-out periods

5. Improve Communication & Education
Clear, multilingual signage using simple language and visuals
Information shared at move-in and move-out
Pair with online tools (e.g. Facebook updates or item registry)



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Disclaimer: UBC SEEDS Sustainability Program provides students with the opportunity to share  
the findings of their studies, as well as their opinions, conclusions and recommendations with 

the UBC community. The reader should bear in mind that this is a student research project and 
is not an official document of UBC. Furthermore, readers should bear in mind that these reports  

may not reflect the current status of activities at UBC. We urge you to contact the research  
persons mentioned in a report or the SEEDS Sustainability Program representative about the  

current status of the subject matter of a report. 
 

 



Table of Contents 

Executive Summary​ 2 
List of Figures​ 3 
List of Tables​ 3 
Key Terms & Abbreviations​ 3 
Researcher Contributions​ 4 
Abstract​ 5 
Introduction​ 5 
Methodology​ 7 

1. Study Area​ 7 
2. Fieldwork​ 8 
3. Data Analysis​ 10 

Results​ 11 
1. Survey​ 11 
2. Interviews​ 16 

2.1 Resident Interviews​ 16 
2.2 Administrative Staff Interviews​ 17 

3. Focus Group with Service Staff​ 18 
Discussion​ 21 

1. Community Reuse Practices and Alignment with the Literature​ 21 
2. Comparing Staff and Resident Perspectives​ 22 
3. From Reflections to Recommendations​ 23 

Conclusion​ 24 
References​ 26 
Appendix 1. Survey Questions and Results.​ 29 
Appendix 2. Interview Guides​ 38 
Appendix 3. Focus Group Guide​ 39 

 

1 



Executive Summary 

The Zero Waste Action Plan: Towards a Circular Economy 2030 (ZWAP) outlines the 
University of British Columbia’s goal to cut landfill waste by fifty percent below 2019 levels by 
2030 (UBC Sustainability, 2020). Meeting this target will require reducing landfill disposal from 
student residences and improving campus-wide reuse systems. In shared housing, formal reuse 
models, such as free stores, have been shown to support waste reduction by creating a space 
to exchange unused items (James, 2018). Additionally, free stores have been celebrated for 
their affordability, local accessibility, and contributions to building a sense of community 
(Mowreader, 2024). 

This project focuses on the Acadia Park Residence, located on UBC campus, where a 
small, informal reuse setup already exists: residents leave unwanted items on a table in the 
laundry room for others to take, and UBC staff clear remaining items once a week. In 
collaboration with the Social Ecological Economic Development Studies (SEEDS) Sustainability 
Program and Student Housing and Community Services (SHCS), our team examined the 
feasibility of expanding this ad-hoc system into a more formal free store space. Using 
interviews, surveys, and focus groups with residents and SHCS staff, we assessed the level of 
community interest, explored preferred operating models (such as collection and distribution 
logistics), and identified any concerns or needs related to a more structured reuse system. 

The study identified a strong culture of reuse at Acadia Park supported by widely used 
informal exchange systems. Residents describe these systems as convenient and valuable, 
particularly for newcomers, and important in reducing waste and supporting community sharing. 
There is strong support for the establishment of a formal free store, with over 80% of residents 
in favor, citing benefits such as waste reduction, cost savings, and strengthened community 
connections. However, the current informal system faces several challenges. These include 
inconsistent organization, unclear rules about acceptable items and storage duration, uneven 
access for apartment residents, and a significant labour burden on facilities staff, especially 
during move-in and move-out periods. Both residents and staff expressed concerns that 
excessive formalization of a free store could reduce participation and increase waste. Staff 
emphasized that without dedicated management, a free store would not be sustainable. 

Based on these findings, the study recommends implementing a free store with low 
barriers to access, including 24/7 availability and a central location. A dedicated free store 
coordinator is essential to ensure ongoing maintenance without increasing the workload of 
facilities staff. This role could be a Work Learn position, a staff role or resident volunteers. The 
free store should build on existing reuse behaviors by maintaining decentralized drop-off points 
while coordinating item transfer to a central space. It should accept both hard goods such as 
furniture and soft goods, such as kitchen items, children’s toys, and clothing, with structured 
pick-up and drop-off points and targeted support during peak move-in and move-out periods. 
Finally, clear and accessible communication, including multilingual signage, move-in/move-out 
information, and online tools, is critical to supporting participation, equity, and long-term success 
of the free store. 
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Abstract 

The Zero Waste Action Plan: Towards a Circular Economy 2030 (ZWAP) outlines the 
University of British Columbia’s goal to cut landfill waste by fifty percent below 2019 levels by 
2030 (UBC Sustainability, 2020). Meeting this target will require reducing landfill disposal from 
student residences and improving campus-wide reuse systems. In shared housing, free store 
models have been shown to support waste reduction by creating a space to exchange unused 
items (James, 2018). Additionally, free stores have been celebrated for their affordability, local 
accessibility, and building sense of community. This project focuses on the Acadia Park 
Residence, where a small, informal reuse setup already exists: residents leave unwanted items 
on a table in the laundry room for others to take, and UBC staff clear remaining items once a 
week. The project will examine the feasibility of expanding this ad-hoc system into a more 
formal free store space. In collaboration with the SEEDS program and Student Housing and 
Community Services, which oversees the residence buildings, our team will seek insight into 
residents’ and UBC staff members’ views on such an expansion and potential formalization. 
Using interviews, surveys, and focus groups, we assess the level of community interest, explore 
preferred operating models (such as collection and distribution logistics), and identify any 
concerns or needs related to a more structured reuse system. The goal of this research project 
is to assess the Acadia Park community’s needs and preferences for a formal free store, and 
develop practical recommendations to guide its design and day-to-day operations. 

 

Introduction 

​ Across the globe, the prevailing single-use economy is driving enormous amounts of 
resource extraction and contributing to carbon emissions and landfill waste (Yang et al., 2022). 
Addressing the scale and complexity of waste produced by the modern economy is essential to 
curbing climate change and related environmental challenges (Luttenberger, 2020). Rooted in 
many Indigenous cultures (Beamer et al., 2023), circular economies have gained traction as a 
promising pathway to tackle waste by keeping goods in circulation for as long as possible, 
through repair, reuse, and recycling (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). Several challenges have been 
associated with the conception and organization of circular economies, as they represent a 
fundamental rupture in how our society currently views and manages material goods 
(Bressanelli et al., 2019). Moreso, understanding of circular economies has largely focused on 
balancing economic growth and environmental responsibility (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 
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2021), and often falls short of integrating social justice outcomes (Beamer et al., 2023). A better 
understanding of how circular economies can be designed to address community needs, both 
related to sustainability and otherwise, is needed. 

Universities are increasingly recognized as ideal “living laboratories” for circular 
economy interventions because they combine dense populations, short product-life cycles, and 
centralized governance (Hobson & O’Byrne, 2024). The University of British Columbia’s (UBC) 
Zero Waste Action Plan: Towards a Circular Economy 2030 (UBC Sustainability, 2020) commits 
the campus to cutting landfill disposal by fifty-percent below 2019 levels by 2030 and highlights 
residence-based reuse systems as a key strategy. Case studies on recent trials in other 
university contexts suggest that formal reuse programs such as free stores, swap shops, and 
end-of-term collection drives have the potential to divert hundreds of kilograms of material from 
landfill each year while offering affordable goods to students (Spector, 2025; Bergloff, 2025; 
Giurea et al., 2024; Sustainable UCL, 2024; Derr & Brian, 2013). Free stores in particular have 
been linked to additional benefits such as cost savings for low-income residents, stronger 
community ties, and experiential learning around sustainable consumption (Mowreader, 2024). 

Despite these successes, the literature identifies persistent operational challenges: 
collection and storage logistics, quality control, sanitation, and the integration of small reuse 
hubs into wider institutional waste-management systems (Giurea et al., 2024; Moss et al., 2022; 
Smyth et al., 2010). Most campus studies report program-level diversion totals or describe 
one-time move-out initiatives (e.g., Spector, 2025; Bergloff, 2025; Mowreader, 2024; Sustainable 
UCL, 2024), but there is comparatively little empirical work on resident-level behaviour within a 
single residence building. Recent reviews call for “fine-grained, user-centred evidence” to inform 
the design of building-scale reuse networks (Hobson & O’Byrne, 2024; Amaral et al., 2020; 
Bosserez et al., 2018). In particular, scholars highlight the need to document how informal 
exchanges operate day-to-day, how residents perceive convenience and cleanliness, and how 
micro-operations can align with staff workloads and existing donation/disposal pathways (ibid). 

The Acadia Park residence at UBC already hosts an informal reuse table where 
residents leave and collect unwanted items, with staff clearing leftovers weekly. However, no 
study has examined this practice in depth or explored residents’ and staff members’ preferences 
for a formalized free store model that could expand diversion while remaining operationally 
feasible. Therein, this study asks: (1) What are the current use patterns of the informal 
exchange system, in terms of donation type, frequency of donations/pick-ups; (2) What are 
residents’ expectations, priorities, and concerns for a structured free store within Acadia Park?; 
and (3) What are UBC staff’s concerns for potential logistical and operational challenges such 
as collection, drop-off, and disposal processes and how a free store could integrate with existing 
waste-management systems? Our study combines surveys, interviews, and focus groups with 
both residents and staff to address the research gap identified above. We aim to better 
understand preferences and habits around goods exchange, resident motivations and concerns, 
as well as logistical requirements and staff input. To this end, we offer actionable 
recommendations to guide the design of a free store that supports UBC’s circular economy 
goals and can inform similar residence-scale initiatives elsewhere. 
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Methodology 

1. Study Area 

This project focused on the Acadia Park Residence (Figure 1), located on the UBC 
Campus and part of the UBC Student Housing system. It offers accommodation for year-round 
students and families, including couples as well as families with children that include at least 
one UBC student. It has more than 620 units, varying from studio apartments to four-bedroom 
townhouses (UBC Student Housing & Community Services, n.d.). The first units were built in 
1945, and the aim of Acadia Park at that time was to provide housing for men drafted in WWII, 
as well as to serve as an army training campus (Acadia Park, n.d.). Once the war was over, 
UBC used the huts that had been built for veterans who wished to return to study (Ibid.). It was 
only in 1958 that the housing was converted to student family residences, and since then, the 
residence has gone through various phases of constructing new units, socially reorganizing their 
community, and advocating for their residents for over fifty years (Ibid.). These ongoing efforts to 
organize and advocate for the community have also taken the form of more structured, 
institutional initiatives in recent decades. 
 
Figure 1. Map of Acadia Park residence (UBC Student Housing and Community Services, n.d.). 
 

 

 

One such initiative was the “Needs Assessment of Acadia Park” conducted by the UBC 
Alma Mater Society (AMS) in 2013 (AMS, Academic and University Affairs, 2014). The goal was 
to assess the needs of residents for future planning, and AMS conducted interviews and focus 
groups with residents, with more than 100 residents participating in some of the events to 
mobilize the community. Another key milestone was the consolidation of the Acadia Park 

7 



Residents Association (APRA) with the purpose of “developing a positive sense of community, 
providing feedback to Student Housing and Community Services (SHCS) on matters that relate 
to living in Acadia Park, providing opportunities for residents to engage with one another and 
representing the spectrum of interests and opinions of Acadia Park residents to UBC” (UBC 
Student Housing, n.d.). These past efforts demonstrate both the capacity and willingness of 
Acadia Park residents to organize collectively, providing a strong foundation for the present 
project, which will similarly depend on community participation. 

Access to Acadia Park required consideration of both institutional structures and 
community dynamics. The residence is administered by SHCS, while APRA and the AMS 
represent resident interests. The recruitment strategy proceeded on two levels. First, formal 
communication with UBC SHCS staff was established in order to secure institutional approval 
and connect with staff members. Second, residents were outreached through the distribution of 
posters with QR codes in strategic areas across Acadia Park and further broadcasted through 
the resident email listserv. Therein, our study aimed to capture the perspectives of both staff 
members, who offer institutional knowledge about the management and operation of the free 
store, as well as residents, who represent the primary users and beneficiaries of the initiative. 
Together, these perspectives allowed the study to reflect not only administrative feasibility but 
also the community’s needs. 

 

2. Fieldwork 

This study adopted a mixed qualitative and quantitative methods approach in order to 
develop a comprehensive understanding of resident and staff experiences around the current 
reuse system, perspectives on the proposed free store, and recommendations for 
implementation. The three strategies employed were: (1) a resident-focused survey (n=58), (2) 
semi-structured interviews with staff and residents (n=11), and (3) a focus group with facilities 
staff taking care of the maintenance of goods and their disposal to a third party (n=4). 

The survey served as the initial point of contact with Acadia Park residents. The 
questionnaire was created using the UBC Survey Tool provided by Qualtrics (see Appendix 1). 
This online tool complies with the BC Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act 
(FIPPA) as the collected data is kept secure and is stored and backed up in Canada. Posters 
explaining the project and displaying a QR code directing to the online questionnaire were 
placed in high-traffic locations such as laundry rooms around Acadia Park for 23 days between 
October 29th and November 20th, 2025 (Figure 2). The brief, anonymous format was designed 
to accommodate residents with limited time or who prefer inputting feedback without an 
interview, ensuring that a wide range of perspectives was captured. Understanding that surveys 
can be limited by the questions they ask (Morgan, 1996), the aim of this method was to provide 
an overview of community opinions about the proposed free store, target specific preferences, 
and highlight key themes for deeper exploration. All participants who responded to the survey 
were included in a draw to win a $50 gift card that was ultimately gifted by SEEDS. They were 
also asked whether they were interested in participating in an interview, either in person, via 
phone or online, for a deeper understanding of their lived experiences. 
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Figure 2. Poster displayed in Acadia Park common areas to inform residents about the study 
and provide a QR code for survey participation. 

 

The second component of the study consisted of semi-structured interviews. The 
interviews aimed to understand participants' lived experiences (Seidman, 1998) with the current 
free exchange system at Acadia Park as well as insights for a potential more formalized system. 
All semi-structured interviews followed a similar guiding script, however interviews were 
conducted by distinct team members, resulting in natural variations in tone and follow-up 
questions. This study conducted interviews with eight residents and three staff members. 
Resident interviews in particular offered interviewees the opportunity to elaborate on issues 
raised in the survey, while staff provided institutional input. Interviews (see Appendix 2) took 
place between October 29th to November 12th, and averaged between thirty minutes to one 
hour. Given the diversity of the resident population a phone/online call option was offered for 
accommodation. Similar efforts were made to minimize disruptions to staff workloads when 
coordinating feedback sessions. 

The final approach used for data collection was a focus group with facilities staff (see 
Appendix 3). Considered a technique that requires interaction in a group discussion where 
researchers play an active role in facilitating the discussion, focus groups are useful for 
investigating complex behaviours and motivations related to a specific topic (Morgan, 1996). We 
chose to do a focus group because it provided the added benefit of allowing participants to build 
off the ideas of others and reflect through collaborative dialogue (Ibid.). Our focus group lasted 
one hour and hosted four staff members (three general facilities staff and one facility manager), 
who had between three and twenty-five years of experience working at Acadia Park. All focus 
group participants received and signed a Consent Form prior to the session, authorizing the 
discussion to be recorded. 
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We followed Krueger’s Three-Stage Question Sequence (Krueger, 2002), also described 
as a “funnel approach”, to guide the structure of our focus groups. We began with presenting the 
project, the research team and defining “ground rules” for the session. Next, we started asking 
open questions that were easy, factual, and nonthreatening to help participants feel comfortable. 
From there, we used transition questions to gently shift the discussion from general impressions 
toward the central topics of interest. The key questions formed the core of the session, 
generating the most meaningful insights and detailed perspectives. We concluded with ending 
questions that invited participants to summarize their thoughts and allowed us to confirm our 
understanding. Throughout, we applied Krueger’s broader recommendations by adapting our 
language to participants’ backgrounds and maintaining a flexible, conversational tone that 
encouraged open dialogue (Ibid.). Overall, our three-pronged approach added to the 
accessibility of our study, accommodating diverse time-constraints and capacities of both 
residents and staff. Together, these methods provided both breadth and depth, enabling a 
nuanced understanding of the challenges, needs, and opportunities for a formal free store at 
Acadia Park.  

 

3. Data Analysis 

As the survey included both closed- and open-ended questions, all numerical data were 
processed through Qualtrics’ integrated analytical functions and all textual responses were 
thematically analyzed. The software automatically systematized the dataset and generated 
descriptive statistics, including frequencies, percentages, and visual summaries (see results 
section and Appendix 1 for details). In the case of the two ranking questions asking about 
location and logistics preference for the proposed free store, final rankings were determined 
using a weighted point system which is described in detail in the results section. The survey 
outputs offered a broad understanding of resident opinions regarding the free store and 
informed the development of detailed questions for the interviews and focus group.  
 

The interviews were recorded, transcribed, and reviewed for key themes and significant 
quotes. Throughout the coding process and the development of the thematic table, we drew on 
the seven guiding questions proposed by Berkowitz (1997). Questions such as “What common 
themes emerge in responses about specific topics?” and “Do any of these patterns suggest that 
additional data may be needed?” provided a framework for identifying recurring patterns, 
notable deviations, and potential explanations for variations across participants’ responses. This 
set of guiding questions shaped the overall direction of the data analysis process. 
 

Building on this analytical framework, data from each interview was organized into a 
thematic table (see Table 3 in the results section), which included: (1) concerns about the 
current exchange system; (2) aspects that work well in the current system; (3) participants’ 
reasoning for a free store; (4) concerns about implementing a free store; (5) recommendations 
to address potential challenges; and (6) key quotes illustrating each theme. From the table, the 
study identified recurring patterns, contrasting perspectives, and priority issues. To strengthen 
the validity of the findings, we triangulated the interview data with the survey results (Creswell, 
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2007), examining areas of convergence and divergence between the two sources. The focus 
group session was recorded and transcribed, in addition to having two live note-takers during 
the session. Incorporating this material provided an additional layer of triangulation, allowing the 
study to cross-reference facilities staff perspectives alongside the interview data. 

 

Results 

1. Survey 

The Acadia Park free store survey received 58 responses (ntotal = 58), representing 
roughly 9% of households in the community, containing 626 units in total. This response rate 
provides an adequate snapshot of resident perspectives across a diverse community of families, 
students, and workers. However, because participation in individual survey questions was 
optional, the number of responses (n) varies between 44 and 58 for each question. As a result, 
percentages reported throughout this section are calculated based on the full sample (ntotal = 58) 
and therefore totals may not always equal 100%. Despite this variation, the dataset offers robust 
insight into residents’ awareness, usage patterns, interests, concerns, and recommendations 
regarding a potential formal free store at Acadia Park. Detailed survey results, including charts 
for each question and full-text qualitative responses, are provided in Appendix 1. 

Findings indicate that the majority of residents are aware of and participate in the 
existing informal reuse systems found in laundry rooms and building lobbies (Figure 3). Of the 
respondents, 67% (39) reported being aware of these informal free piles, while 23% (14) had 
not previously encountered them. Engagement levels vary: 10% residents (6) donate items 
weekly, 34% (20) donate monthly, and another 17% (10) donate every few months, while 29% 
(17) never donate. Item pickup follows a similar pattern, with 14% residents (8) picking up items 
weekly, 28% (16) monthly, 24% (14) every few months, and 26% (15) never, suggesting that 
while participation is uneven, the informal system plays a meaningful role in household resource 
sharing. 

The survey revealed a high level of interest among Acadia Park residents in a formalized 
free store, with 64% respondents (37) indicating they are “very interested” and another 16% (9) 
“somewhat interested,” citing a range of perceived benefits (Figure 4, Figure 5). The most 
commonly identified advantages include reducing landfill waste (45 responses, 78%), saving 
money (43, 74%), building community connections (34, 59%), and improving convenience 
relative to the current system (32, 55%). Additional comments highlighted issues such as 
confusion between “free” and “personal” items in shared laundry rooms, cleaning staff 
discarding donated items, and limited access to certain laundry rooms, all of which a more 
structured system could help alleviate. Some residents also noted that a designated space 
would allow for clearer hygiene standards, reduce staff workload in managing abandoned items, 
and provide more equitable access across buildings. 
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Figure 3. Resident engagement patterns with the current informal reuse system at Acadia Park. 
 

 

Figure 4. Levels of interest in a formal free store at Acadia Park. 
 

 

Figure 5. Perceived benefits of a formal free store at Acadia Park. 
 

 

12 



Residents expressed openness to accepting a broad range of items at a formal free 
store, with strong support for books, games, toys (46, 79%), small appliances and electronics 
(45, 78%), household goods (45, 78%), clothing (43, 74%), and small furniture (40, 69%) 
(Figure 6). Several respondents also recommended allowing non-perishable food items, office 
supplies, and other shelf-stable goods, provided cleanliness and quality standards are 
maintained. 

 
Figure 6. Preferences for types of items that should be accepted at the free store. 
 

 

Residents were also asked to advise UBC on the potential location, logistics, and other 
concerns or suggestions around a formal free store. For the location and logistics/operating 
hours questions, residents were asked to rank different options. The overall rankings were 
calculated using a weighted point system. Residents ranked their top choices for location and 
logistics options from 1st to 4th. Each ranking position was assigned a multiplier (M): 1st place = 
4 points, 2nd place = 3 points, 3rd place = 2 points, and 4th place = 1 point. For each option, the 
vote count (C) received at each rank was multiplied by that rank’s point value. These products 
were then summed across all ranks to produce a total score for each option. The options were 
then ordered from highest to lowest total score to determine the overall rankings. 

Regarding location, the preferred site for a centralized free store was a smaller space 
adjacent to the Commonsblock Activity Room (154 points), followed by a larger space near the 
Beanery (138 points), and then the Acadia Highrise (121 points), although multiple comments 
emphasized that the space should be accessible to all residents regardless of building (Figure 
7, Table 1). Preferences around logistics reveal a desire for low-barrier access (Figure 8, Table 
2). The most popular option was a store open Monday to Friday, 9am–5pm, accessible by UBC 
ID card and not continuously monitored by staff (122 points). Close behind was a 24/7 option 
with key sign-out from the Front Desk (119 points). Some respondents preferred limited morning 
staffing to ensure tidiness and quality control (111 points), while others strongly opposed staffing 
requirements, citing inconvenience for working parents and concerns that restrictive hours 
would reduce usage. Most residents felt that items should be sorted or rotated at least weekly or 
several times per week to prevent clutter. 
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Figure 7. Rankings for preferred locations for the free store. 
 

 

Table 1. Weighted point calculations and overall rankings for location preferences. 
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Rank the following locations for a 
potential free store at Acadia Park 

Rank Count 
(C) 

Multiplier 
(M) 

Points 
(M*C) 

Points 
Total 

Final 
Rank 

Smaller space adjacent to 
Commonsblock Activity Room 

1 22 4 88 154 1 

2 18 3 54 

3 6 2 12 

4 0 1 0 

Larger space adjacent to the Beanery 
Café 

1 16 4 64 138 2 

2 14 3 42 

3 16 2 32 

4 0 1 0 

First floor of Acadia Highrise, 
Southeast side 

1 8 4 88 121 3 

2 14 3 54 

3 23 2 12 

4 1 1 0 

Other 1 0 4 0 47 4 

2 0 3 0 

3 1 2 2 

4 45 1 45 



Figure 8. Rankings for preferred logistics for the free store. 

 

Table 2. Weighted point calculations and overall rankings for logistics preferences. 
 

Rank the following options for opening hours 
and logistics of the free store 

Rank Count (C) Multiplier 
(M) 

Points 
(M*C) 

Points 
Total 

Final 
Rank 

Free store is open Monday-Friday for shopping 
and drop-offs, 9am-5pm, not continuously staffed, 
entry is by University ID card 

1 13 4 52 122 1 

2 14 3 42 

3 11 2 22 

4 6 1 6 

Free store is open 24/7 for shopping and drop-off: 
residents must sign the key out from the Front 
Desk by giving a piece of ID 

1 18 4 72 119 2 

2 8 3 24 

3 5 2 10 

4 13 1 13 

Free store is open for shopping and drop-offs 
every morning, 9-11am, staffed by service 
workers 

1 8 4 32 111 3 

2 15 3 45 

3 13 2 26 

4 8 1 8 

Free store is open for drop-offs in the morning, 
9-11am, and shopping in the afternoon, 2-4pm 

1 5 4 20 88 4 

2 7 3 21 

3 15 2 30 

4 17 1 17 
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The survey also included several open-ended questions where residents could provide a 
written response in a comment box. A substantial portion of the written comments expressed 
concerns about over-formalization, cleanliness, misuse, junk accumulation, and the need for 
clear guidelines and regular maintenance. However, several respondents noted that informal 
free piles already function effectively despite the occasional mess and suggested that these 
organically developed systems could be formalized through designated shelves, signage, or 
periodic tidying rather than replaced. 

Residents emphasized that the success of the existing system lies in its convenience, 
informality, and proximity. Several comments suggested that introducing formalities such as 
rules, keys, ID requirements, or restrictive hours could significantly reduce participation and 
unintentionally increase waste. One participant wrote that their “concern is that if one centralized 
"formal" free store is implemented that requires keeping track of odd hours, picking up a key, 
and showing ID is that (1) UBC will use this as an excuse to clamp down on free piles and make 
life more bureaucratic and controlled and inconvenient (2) these formal highly controlled free 
stores will seldom be used, and this will increase waste” (anonymous survey respondent). 
Another resident commented that “The more friction you introduce in the process, the less 
success you will have in getting people to use that system. People already have to use their 
keys to get into their own building. So an open free box/cabinet/closet in their buildings will 
remove all friction while [e]nsuring that only Acadia Park residents get to use the free goods” 
(anonymous survey respondent). 

Still, enthusiasm for the free store concept remained high, with multiple residents offering 
ideas such as building-level donation stations, online posting boards, volunteer tidying shifts, 
and staff-supported furniture pick-up. Overall, the survey results reflect a community that values 
reuse, wants to reduce waste, and is highly supportive of a free store, but also prioritizes 
convenience, accessibility, and low-friction design. Residents consistently stressed the 
importance of building on existing behaviours (e.g. what people already do) while adding 
structure only where it enhances, rather than complicates, participation. 

 

2. Interviews 

Our research team conducted eleven interviews throughout this research project: eight 
with Acadia Park residents and three with UBC Student Housing and Community Services staff 
in administrative roles. Detailed interview questions can be found in Appendix 2 and a 
summary of interview themes comparing resident and staff perspectives can be found in Table 
3 at the end of the results section. 

2.1 Resident Interviews 

During interviews, residents expressed strong appreciation for the existing informal 
reuse system in Acadia Park, describing it as one of the most cherished aspects of community 
life. Several interviewees shared stories of meaningful or essential items found through 
laundry-room free piles and praised the current system for its convenience, spontaneity, and 

16 



accessibility, especially for newly arrived families starting from scratch. As one resident 
explained, “We get so many people moving internationally who arrive with nothing [...] so there 
is a need for all of these things that are being left from previous generations” (C.B., resident, 
personal communication, November 8, 2025). 

At the same time, residents acknowledged significant issues with the current system, 
including messiness, lack of instruction, uneven access, and unclear staff cleaning schedules 
that sometimes result in usable items being thrown away. Some buildings lack sufficient space 
for free tables, leading residents to leave items outside where they are damaged by rain or 
wildlife. Safety concerns also emerged: residents noted that children sometimes disrupt 
donation piles or take items that were not intended as donations. 

Most residents expressed enthusiasm for the idea of a formal free store, seeing it as an 
opportunity to improve organization, reduce waste, and provide equitable access, particularly for 
apartment residents without laundry rooms. Many supported including a wide range of 
household items, from children’s clothing to furniture and kitchen supplies. Some residents also 
suggested incorporating online components, such as a Facebook group or item registry. 

However, a major theme across resident interviews was concern that a formal free store 
could unintentionally undermine the strengths of the current system if implemented in a 
restrictive or bureaucratic way. Barriers such as limited opening hours, key sign-out procedures, 
or location constraints were seen as potentially harmful to participation. As one resident put it, 
“The solutions that arrive organically are simpler and easier to use” and worried that “more 
interventions could hurt” the waste-reduction culture that is already thriving and unintentionally 
generate more waste (E.L., resident, personal communication, November 6, 2025). 

The same resident encouraged UBC to “look for the elephant trail” (Ibid.) - that is, to 
design the system in alignment with existing behaviours rather than replacing them. Several 
recommended retaining decentralized drop-off points, with the free store serving as a central 
sorting and redistribution hub, or using staff and volunteers to move items from buildings to the 
store. Residents also mentioned the importance of accessibility in terms of having the free store 
be located in a central place with minimal barriers to entry, having it be “open all [or most of] the 
time” (M.T., resident, personal communication, November 12, 2025), keeping children out of the 
space or requiring supervision, and ensuring regular maintenance to prevent clutter and broken 
items from accumulating. 

2.2 Administrative Staff Interviews 

Interviews with administrative staff from Student Housing and Community Services 
(SHCS) reveal strong institutional support for a formalized free store, combined with concerns 
about staffing capacity, logistics, and the need to reduce barriers for residents. Staff emphasized 
that the informal reuse culture is longstanding and valued in Acadia Park, but is currently 
fragmented, inequitable, and labour-intensive to manage. 

Administrative staff described a high volume of items circulating in Acadia Park, 
especially during move-in and move-out periods, and noted that the lack of a centralized, clearly 
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defined system regarding management of unwanted items results in confusion, mess, and 
significant demands on housekeeping staff as well as high costs of item disposal. One staff 
member highlighted that apartment residents lack access to laundry rooms where free tables 
are located, leading them to leave items in lobbies that may get misinterpreted as waste and 
prematurely disposed of by staff. “There is no uniformization,” she noted, “People leave stuff in 
the lobby, which leads to confusion when there is stuff on the floor” (E.C., administrative staff, 
personal communication, October 29, 2025). 

Administrative staff consistently expressed enthusiasm for creating a free store, seeing it 
as a way to improve equity, reduce waste, and offer a more dignified process for new families 
arriving with little to no household goods. “I wanted a free store since I started working here [...] 
[it] would be more equitable and everyone would know about it,” (Ibid.). 

However, administrative staff also identified several operational challenges: the need for 
clear communication around allowable items; concerns about hygiene and pests (especially with 
soft goods); questions around how long items should remain in circulation; and the significant 
staffing required to sort, rotate, and maintain a space. Accessibility was a key concern: “The 
lower the barrier, the easier it is for residents” one staff noted (Ibid.), expressing concern that 
restrictive hours or ID requirements could limit use. Staff also noted the potential need to 
integrate with existing services, such as food banks or clothing drives, and raised the possibility 
of student employment or volunteer models to help maintain the space. 

Across interviews, administrative staff envisioned a centralized, accessible location for 
the free store, ideally near the Commons block, combined with a flexible operating model. They 
stressed that the free store should “help people to deal with their own things and feel they [are 
doing] something good” (J.W., administrative staff, personal communication, November 3, 
2025), while also reducing the current burden on service staff who manage scattered and 
unpredictable donation piles. 

 

3. Focus Group with Service Staff 

The research team held a focus group with four Acadia Park service workers, including 
one supervisor, some with nearly two decades of experience in their roles, which provided 
valuable insight into how service staff experience and manage the current informal reuse 
systems. Participants described a system that is heavily relied upon by residents yet deeply 
strained by chronic misuse, insufficient infrastructure, and limited staffing. Their perspectives 
highlight the urgent need for clearer structures, consistent expectations, and a more sustainable 
approach to managing donated items. 

Service staff consistently remarked that the existing informal exchange areas are not 
truly “places” at all, but improvised dumping sites located in laundry rooms, lobbies, and outdoor 
sorting areas. As one participant put it, “People keep dumping their things there without sorting 
it out… we just pack it up” (C., supervisor, personal communication, November 20, 2025). Items 
left behind include toys, small furniture, mattresses, clothing, appliances, and, increasingly, food 

18 



- something staff noted should not be part of the system but “however you tell people not to do 
it, they will do it” (Ibid.). These piles frequently contain broken or unusable items, perishable 
goods, or contaminated garbage, making sorting both time-consuming and unpleasant. 

Service workers consistently described an overwhelming volume of items, especially 
during move-in/move-out periods and holiday breaks when residents hurriedly discard 
belongings. Removing heavier items, like furniture, was frequently brought up as a challenge. 
Participants noted that they are responsible for maintaining multiple large buildings with only five 
service workers covering the entire area. Under these constraints, “the waste and cleaning need 
is non-stop,” and maintaining tidy, safe laundry rooms becomes nearly impossible (Ibid.). Even 
when staff clean a space fully, they reported that “if we clean up, tomorrow it’s [messy again]” 
(Ibid.). Throughout the focus group, staff were consistently in agreement that the current system 
poses a significant labor burden on an already under-staffed team.    

Another major theme was the lack of clear roles, expectations, and communication 
around donation practices. Residents often misunderstand what can be left in these areas, how 
long items will stay, and who is responsible for moving them. For example, in several of the 
resident interviews people brought up not knowing how long items stayed in the laundry rooms 
for, yet in multiple instances residents stated they assumed staff were intentional about leaving 
items for an adequate chance to be collected. This was in contrast to the service staffs’ 
comments that they clear out laundry room donations as soon as they see things build up, and 
even still struggle to keep up with the volume of donations. 

Service staff also described challenges arising from language and cultural differences 
and suggested that “it’s important to educate the students about [how the donation system 
works and what can be donated because] it takes a long time to sort through it” (J., service 
worker, personal communication, November 20, 2025). They suggested that communication 
materials should “use simple terms [as] people have different levels of English” (C., supervisor, 
personal communication, November 20, 2025). One staff member described a former outreach 
campaign, “Mindful Move Out”, that Acadia Park had set up in an attempt to educate residents 
on how to best handle their unwanted items, but remarked that many residents do not adhere to 
the guidelines. Even with some guidance, the service workers “don’t think [the residents] find it 
important. They just dump anything” (Ibid.). 

There was also a sentiment among service workers of being undervalued and 
unrecognized for the hard work they do to maintain cleanliness of the existing reuse spaces and 
redirect improperly discarded items, which are often heavy and sometimes unsanitary, to the 
appropriate reuse, recycling, or waste channels. The current donation process relies on staff 
moving items to a storage basement until enough accumulates to justify a pickup by a 
third-party organization. However, workers emphasized that this system is reactive, inconsistent, 
and does not address underlying issues of volume, quality, or inappropriate items. They noted 
that while UBC has piloted initiatives such as the aforementioned “Mindful Move Out” and 
orange-bag donation programs, most usable goods still end up in the garbage because 
residents are rushed or unsure what to do with them. 
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When asked about the idea of a formal free store, staff agreed that it could be beneficial, 
but only with significant management and oversight. They were unanimous that a free store 
could not function without a dedicated coordinator: “There needs to be somebody in charge of 
that” stated one staff member (J., service worker, personal communication, November 20, 
2025). With the current staffing shortage, service workers made clear that they cannot absorb 
additional responsibilities such as sorting, monitoring, or regulating the free store. Instead, they 
proposed that the store be run by a dedicated staff member or student worker so that service 
workers could focus on their core duties. 

Overall, the focus group revealed that service staff are supportive of improving reuse 
options but concerned about capacity, resident behaviour, and the lack of current infrastructure. 
Their experiences highlight the need for a structured, well-managed free store model that 
reduces the burden on service workers, as well as proper education for residents to ensure that 
everyone understands how to use the system effectively. 

When taken together, the results of the survey, interviews, and focus group indicate 
strong interest among both residents and staff in a formal free store at Acadia Park as well as 
some shared concerns. There are also notable differences in perspectives between residents 
and staff which will be further discussed in the following section. Table 3 below captures some 
of these key themes and trends among residents and staff. 

Table 3. Comparative summary of resident vs. staff perspectives on the current reuse system 
and proposed free store, as shared in interviews and in the focus group. 

 

Key Theme Residents Staff 

Concerns about the 
Current System 

Messy; inconsistent access for 
apartment residents. 

Chaotic; unsustainable; high workload 
for staff; misused by residents. 

What Works Well about 
the Current System 

Convenient; beloved; “delightful”; 
critical support for new families. 

High participation; some success with 
programs like Mindful Move Out. 

Overall Reception to 
the Proposed Free 
Store 

Strong support; see it as a way to 
save money, reduce waste, and 
support new families to meet their 
basic needs; strengthens 
community. 

Strong support; see it as necessary 
and long overdue; reduces clutter; 
decreases staff workload; clarifies 
donation processes; improves equity. 

Concerns about the 
Proposed Free Store 

Over-formalization; barriers such 
as limited hours, key sign-out, or 
having to bring items to a central 
location which may not be 
accessible to all. 

Lack of staff capacity to manage a 
free store in addition to current duties; 
hygiene/pests; inappropriate items; 
residents ignoring rules/signs. 

Operational 
Recommendations for 
the Free Store 

Low-barrier access (ideally 24/7); 
central and accessible location; 
maintain decentralized drop-off 
points; include furniture; online 
registry/ Facebook group; some 
volunteer involvement. 

Dedicated space needed; must be 
monitored; dedicated manager or 
student worker; strict rules about what 
can and cannot be donated; 
cultural/language accessible signage 
and education. 
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Discussion 

1. Community Reuse Practices and Alignment with the Literature 

Drawing on the survey, interviews, and focus group, this study provides a thorough 
overview of how the Acadia Park community approaches reuse and how a formal free store 
might enhance existing practices. Overall, both residents and staff responded positively to the 
idea of a free store, identifying potential benefits related to sustainability, community building, 
affordability, and ensuring residents - especially newcomers - can meet their basic needs. At the 
same time, stakeholders consistently identified similar challenges and considerations that would 
be needed to guide the development of a free store. This section discusses those reflections, 
presents recommendations for the free store, and outlines our study’s limitations and next steps. 

While the free store was originally conceptualized as a sustainability solution (UBC 
Sustainability, 2020), our findings highlight several co-benefits that align with the broader 
literature connecting collective resource sharing to community-building. Lazarus et al. (2017) 
describe community building as “a concept that is used to unite common successful threads, 
including drawing on individual and collective assets, mobilizing community residents to address 
concrete issues, sustaining community members’ participation, expanding their capacity, and 
promoting positive connections between individuals, groups and organizations within 
communities” (pg. 217). Each of the seven dimensions related to community building 
(psychological- emotional, relational, action-oriented, time-space, motivational, cultural, and 
identity-based) were observable in Acadia Park’s vibrant and self-organized reuse culture.  

Existing practices, such as the informal laundry-room exchange tables and the Acadia 
Food Hub, already serve as informal nodes of mutual aid and resource sharing. Across 
stakeholders there was a clear appreciation for the exchange networks’ contributions to 
providing, especially new residents, with basic needs and several interviewees shared personal 
anecdotes about items and experiences they had gleaned thanks to the free store. While the 
community and cost-saving benefits of reuse programs (Beamer et al., 2023) are perhaps the 
most easily observed by residents, a number also spoke to the larger sustainability benefits. As 
is well documented in the literature, free stores help to keep goods in cycle for longer periods of 
time, which can have a significant impact on reducing landfill waste, especially in areas with 
high turnover like University housing (Bressanelli et al., 2019; Hobson & O’Byrne, 2024). 

While regard for the current informal reuse systems was high among Acadia Park 
residents, this study also found considerable challenges including issues with disorganization/ 
sanitation and a lack of donation guidelines (related to both item type as well as the length of 
time items were left before facilities staff removed them). Facilities staff, in particular, noted the 
additional challenges of keeping up with such a high volume of goods, including heavy furniture, 
as an understaffed team. Such logistical considerations are consistent with the literature 
examining the implementation of circular reuse economies (Giurea et al., 2024; Moss et al., 
2022; Smyth et al., 2010). Notably, the literature also often links the failure of circular economy 
projects, like free stores, to a lack of willingness on behalf of users to adapt their social norms 
and beliefs around convenience and materialism (Bressanelli et al., 2019). Therein, the fact that 
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residents generally expressed excitement towards the idea of a free store, coupled with high 
engagement levels around the current reuse system observed in the survey, suggest that the 
culture of Acadia Park is well positioned to take to a more formalized model. However, our study 
also suggests that efforts to formalize the current system must continuously cultivate community 
engagement to support its long-term viability and cultural embeddedness.  

The challenge of establishing a free store at Acadia Park is therefore not only 
operational but also relational and cultural. Ohmer (2010) emphasizes empowerment as a core 
component of community building. In the Acadia Park context, meaningful resident participation 
can strengthen community ownership and ensure the free store initiative aligns with resident 
needs. Examples of engagement that came up through our study included: pop-up events 
around move-out dates or holidays, community volunteer hours, as well as accessible feedback 
channels. Ensuring that community members have a sense of ownership over the free store will 
be essential for ensuring its adoption. Therein, effective community engagement depends on 
the accessibility of the system. Perhaps the most glaring concern expressed towards the free 
store was the risk that over-formalization would reduce its accessibility. In the following 
discussion we highlight several strategies for maintaining accessibility which, duly informed by 
research on community services, can range from flexible hours, physical centrality, and 
addressing systematic accessibility inequities (Delafontaine et al., 2011). 

 

2. Comparing Staff and Resident Perspectives 

Our results show that residents, administrative staff, and facilities staff share a 
commitment to reuse but hold differing views shaped by their distinct experiences with the 
current system. Residents generally appreciate the current exchange system that exists within 
Acadia Park, describing it as convenient, community-oriented, and an important support for 
families who arrive with few belongings. However, they frequently expressed frustration at the 
disorganization and variable quality of items. They also noted that access to laundry rooms is 
restricted to townhouse residents and that each household can access only its own designated 
laundry room, limiting participation for apartment residents. 

Administrative staff similarly value the community networks that emerge through the 
exchange system, while recognizing the differing accessibility of the current practices. On the 
other hand, facilities staff, who most closely manage the donations, described the system as 
messy, unpredictable, and labour-intensive to maintain. Specifically, they raised concerns 
around inappropriate items (e.g., perishable items, garbage, unhygienic items like mattresses), 
and emphasized the challenges created by residents' rushed moving schedules, language 
barriers, and a lack of clear instructions regarding sorting, donations, and disposal. The greatest 
challenge expressed by facilities staff was around being too understaffed to keep up with the 
current volume of donations According to one facilities staff member, “the waste and cleaning 
need is non-stop” (C., supervisor, personal communication, November 20, 2025). Therein, 
facilities staff were adamant that the success of any free store would depend on a dedicated 
staff member. Herein the focus group discussions highlighted the importance of recognizing the 
additional labor associated with achieving UBC’s zero-waste goals. Participants noted that, 
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without corresponding financial or institutional support, the responsibilities required to operate a 
free store may place added demands on staff who are already managing substantial workloads. 
In this context, the holistic sustainability of a free store model must also account for labor, 
ethics, and organizational structures (Beamer et al., 2023). 

Across interviews, residents expressed enthusiasm for a free store as a potential 
solution to the disorganization and cleanliness issues of the current system. However, concerns 
about accessibility remained central. Because Acadia Park is geographically dispersed, 
residents in more distant buildings such as Point Grey (see Figure 1) worried they would not 
use the store, especially for heavy or bulky items. A small minority of residents expressed 
skepticism about formalization, fearing it might reduce spontaneity, restrict access, or undermine 
grassroots reuse culture. Administrative staff shared similar concerns, cautioning that a new free 
store should not inadvertently interfere with existing community-building activities such as the 
weekly Food Hub. Service workers, for their part, were strongly supportive of a centralized store 
but worried that without additional staffing, their workload would increase. They were unanimous 
that the free store would require a dedicated manager or student worker, both to maintain 
cleanliness and to enforce sorting guidelines. In summary, while broad support exists, important 
questions remain regarding location, accessibility, staffing, and integration with existing 
community facilities. 

 

3. From Reflections to Recommendations 

Our research suggests five key considerations to guide the development of a free store 
at Acadia Park that is both functional and community-informed. 

1.​ Strengthen Communication and Education around Sorting and Waste:​
Provide residents with clear, accessible information about what can be donated and how 
the system works. Signage and communication materials should use simple terms and 
visual elements, be placed in high visibility areas, be distributed through both physical 
and digital channels at key times (e.g. a brochure sent around during move-in/move-out 
periods), and ideally be translated into multiple languages. Sharing photos and updates 
on social media or keeping an online registry of items up to date could help residents 
know what is available at the free store without making daily visits. 

2.​ Include Both Hard and Soft Goods: Given the high need for furniture and household 
essentials, especially among newly arrived families, the free store should accept a broad 
range of items including hard goods (e.g. bed frames, chairs, etc.) and soft goods (e.g. 
clothes, books, etc.). Establishing a formalized drop-off system for hard goods (e.g. a 
form that residents could fill out requesting moving support) could reduce the current 
practice of leaving furniture in outdoor areas. A split free store model could create two 
dedicated spaces. One for longer-term storage of hard goods that are more frequently 
exchanged during move-in/move-out periods and may require support from the facilities 
staff to transport and a separate zone for higher-traffic soft goods. Keeping them 
separate could also reduce sanitation concerns. 
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3.​ Ensure High Accessibility: To maximize resident participation, the free store should be 
accessible with minimal barriers, ideally 24/7 using a UBC card or a key sign-out, and 
located at a central location such as the Commonsblock. As one staff member noted, 
“the lower the barrier, the easier it is for residents.” (E.C., administrative staff, personal 
communication, October 29, 2025). 

4.​ Hire a Dedicated Staff Person: Given existing staff shortages, a dedicated free store 
coordinator (e.g. a staff member or student worker) is essential. We also recommend 
having a resident volunteer system to increase community engagement and support the 
work load. This approach would align with residents’ desires for a community-led 
approach while avoiding burdening already overstretched service workers. 

5.​ Improve the Item Collection System: Rather than daily staff cleanups that limit residents’ 
opportunities to access items before they are removed, a structured weekly pickup led 
by the store coordinator would allow items sufficient time to circulate while maintaining 
orderliness. Having closed-lid, designated donation bins by each building’s entry could 
help reduce the barrier for residents having to travel to drop off donations, especially 
those who live in more isolated buildings.  

 

Conclusion 

Our project was able to provide valuable insights for all three of our initial research 
questions. With the survey questions and interviews with residents, we were able to understand 
the current use patterns of the informal exchange system in terms of donation type, frequency of 
donations/pick-ups, and to listen to residents’ expectations, priorities, and concerns for a 
structured free store within Acadia Park. Through the focus group and interviews with staff 
members, we were able to collect and highlight their concerns regarding potential logistical and 
operational challenges such as collection, drop-off, and disposal processes. In summary, we 
accomplished the project's goal of assessing the Acadia Park community’s needs and 
preferences for a formal free store, and of developing recommendations to guide its design and 
day-to-day operations. 

Nevertheless, we recognize that this research project faced some notable limitations. 
Firstly, given the short timeline and limited capacity of our research team, we faced inherent 
limitations to the depth and breadth of our data collection and reporting. As such, our research 
team did not reach saturation in our interviews and, although we triangulated our results by 
asking similar questions across the survey, interviews, and focus groups, there are likely other 
considerations and perspectives that our study was not able to capture. We received a high 
volume of interview requests from residents that we were not able to accommodate. In 
collaboration with SEEDS, we have recommended offering a feedback channel to residents that 
were not able to be interviewed in order to capture their input and honor the community-driven 
nature of this project. Additionally, maintaining an accessible platform for feedback during the 
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pilot and implementation phases of the proposed free store will be essential to ensuring that 
ongoing refinements reflect the community’s needs. 

Another limitation with respect to our survey was that several questions were developed 
in conjunction with UBC SHCS who sought specific feedback points, and thus many of the 
questions were closed-form rather than open-ended. For example, residents were asked to 
select their preferred open hours for a free store from a pre-determined list. Such a format may 
have influenced the participant’s answers or limited their ability to specify their preference. 

The researchers’ positionality was also a limitation as only half of the team had 
previously lived at Acadia Park and one member had never lived on campus housing. Our 
limited lived experience meant that we lead with curiosity to learn from community input before 
inserting our opinions. However, our limited lived experience may have also contributed to 
certain blind spots as to what types of questions were considered critical (Alkon, 2011).  

As mentioned above, triangulating data across surveys, interviews, and focus groups 
helped to mitigate some of these limitations by allowing us to cross-validate insights gathered 
through different methods. While the short timeline and limited team capacity prevented us from 
reaching full interview saturation, asking parallel questions across all three tools allowed themes 
to emerge consistently even when individual methods had constraints, such as closed-form 
survey items or a smaller interview sample than desired. This multi-method approach 
broadened the range of perspectives captured, reduced reliance on any single data source, and 
strengthened the credibility of our findings despite gaps in depth or participation.  

Nevertheless, we recommend the next steps of conducting follow-up interviews to 
deepen and refine the insights gathered in this initial study. Re-engaging residents, particularly 
those who expressed interest but were not interviewed, would help move closer to saturation 
and surface considerations that may not have emerged through surveys or focus groups. These 
additional conversations could also clarify nuances behind survey responses, explore new 
themes that arise as the project evolves, and ensure that future recommendations remain 
grounded in community experience. Continuing this iterative, community-centered engagement 
will be essential to informing and improving any future free store implementation. 
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Appendix 1. Survey Questions and Results. 
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Q6. Other - Text 
●​ people who move out and those who move in won't need throw out/buy new 
●​ easier to supervise/cleanup/inspect items for condition 
●​ it already exists informally- making the space more clear and distinct helps avoid 

confusion between what is for donation and what is someone else’s laundry / supplies 
●​ I think this is very inconvenient compared to the current system and that the plan needs 

serious rethinking. 
●​ It would be great as currently I don't have access to all laundry room except for the one 

designated for me 
●​ Some regulation should be implemented, as I have seen some items that would not be 

hygenic or necessarily "safe" for another household to use being left behind. 
●​ The nearest Thrift Store is outside campus 
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●​ Cleaning staff frequently throw away books which I leave in the lobby of our building 
(where people leave “free stuff”), so a free store would help. 

●​ Being able to access more free stuff 
●​ also convenient for staff responsible for maintaining residencies, as they will no longer 

have to deal with all leftover items in the entryways of buildings themselves :) 
●​ getting 

 

Q7. Other - Text: 
●​ Academic/home office supplies 
●​ Canned and packaged foods that have not expired 
●​ Shelf stable foods 
●​ Non-perishable food 
●​ Non-perishable foods 
●​ sometimes food items (canned or dry items) are also useful 
●​ everything above but it needs to be clean 
●​ Furniture 
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Q8. Other - Text: 

●​ Should be freely accessible space 

●​ Area accessible to all residents (Highrise is not the only building) 

●​ I really think each building needs their own! Otherwise they won’t be well used. 
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Q10. Other - Text: 
●​ Bi-weekly 
●​ It depends. Seasonal items are different and people need things more when moving. 
●​ Some items quarterly and photos of the room sent around to remind people of what 

there is. 
●​ Ranges with category of item 

 
Q11. Do you have any concerns about a formal free store? 

●​ as long as it doesn't become an eyesore 
●​ No 
●​ Items that are removed because there is no space/they are not taken should be 

disposed of responsibly 
●​ No, this is a great idea especially if it can be supported through UBC infrastructure 
●​ No, but I think volunteers or staff need to to be there to determine what is kept and what 

is donated. Also, the largest issue I've seen with the laundry room informal situation is 
the mess people make rooting through stuff. Some of it kids take out and discard. Having 
limited hours and someone present would really help this. 

●​ That new families not from cultures where this is common will not understand, or like 
garbage/recycling, will send their children in their place and it will not be used properly. 

●​ Yes, there should be some kind of control of what is allowed to be dropped off. 
Otherwise there will be lots of items in terrible condition. 

●​ cleanliness 
●​ Convenience. Will not go there often. Online store would be better on Facebook or 

something 
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●​ i think it should just have a designated space. i think the drop off and pick up system is 
fine as it is, doesn’t need to be manned or have formal hours. Even just sectioning off a 
section of the laundry room is fine 

●​ Yes. I think this is a really nice idea, but I also think that (based on the questions above 
about keys and IDs and hours) it sounds so complicated that the free store described 
here would rarely be used, and that it could in the end actually increase waste. I think 
this because most communities have already made informal "free piles" in the lobbies or 
laundry rooms of their own buildings or residence areas. These are always accessible, 
free, and extremely easy to use. The only problem is that staff throw things away every 
few days. (They even dismantled the cute little free library someone made in Sopron 
House.) The most effective way to promote reuse and reduce waste in Acadia Park is to 
sanction and support the grassroots systems that have already popped up. You could 
formalize the existing free piles.  

●​ My concern is that if one centralized "formal" free store is implemented that requires 
keeping track of odd hours, picking up a key, and showing ID is that (1) UBC will use this 
as an excuse to clamp down on free piles and make life more bureaucratic and 
controlled and inconvenient (2) these formal highly controlled free stores will seldom be 
used, and this will increase waste.  

●​ Imagine you have a pot you don't need anymore. You also have two little kids and a 
dissertation and more work than you can handle. There is a free pile in the lobby of your 
building. You could leave the pot in the free pile and hope someone likes it, though it'll 
get taken away in a few days. Or you could find get your kids in a stroller, walk through 
the rain, go to the desk, find out the free pile is actually only open between 9 and 11 am., 
and try it all again later to get your pot into the locked formal free pile. Except that 
realistically, you may not try this again. You will probably leave it in the free pile in your 
building. Or you will just leave it by the dumpster.  

●​ Also, why lock up free things that you are theoretically trying to encourage people to 
take? If the goal is to reduce waste, would it be so bad if someone who wasn't an Acadia 
Park resident picked up some rain boots that were going to be thrown away otherwise? 

●​ none 
●​ Maybe too crowded or too messy if nobody is maintaining it. 
●​ People might abuse it. Keep getting stuff they don’t need just to resell it. But I guess if it 

eliminates waste that’s ok, idk. 
●​ none 
●​ People taking so many items. 
●​ No 
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●​ No at this moment 
●​ I proposed this couple of months ago to Emma but no answer 
●​ No, I love the idea. 
●​ If it’s not manned it can become a junk pile so it would be good to have volunteers who 

are in charge and maybe a junk bin for when people are hoping to offload things. 
●​ Keeping the Free Store tidy, pest free and free of junk will be very challenging and take 

careful planning. 
●​ Yes. My apartment building has an exchange with a free library. I worry that university 

cleaners might start taking away our books too fast (they already take them away) or that 
they will prevent us from sharing things there. I like the idea of things going to the free 
store but I'd prefer if they were donated. Also if I have to sign out a key I probably won't 
bother. Also the one in the nest smells bad because things are dirty. 

●​ N/A 
●​ The drop off will be crucial to monitor. I.e. the quality and condition of donated stuff. This 

is to ensure that donated stuff is useable. 
●​ None 

 
Q12. Please share any ideas or recommendations to help a free store succeed at Acadia Park: 

●​ make it as accessible as possible - when people move out they leave large quantity of 
items - they need a place to put them whenever they move out - weekend or weekday 

●​ No 
●​ The AMS free store at the Nest may have lessons learned to share 
●​ In addition to standalone laundry rooms, free drop offs have naturally popped up in the 

mail rooms of Acadia Park apartment buildings. There is a little free library so would 
suggest books are best placed there.  

●​ Hornby Island has operated a volunteer free store for years. It diverts a lot of waste and 
it is very less used by residents. It is very large compared to what Acadia Park will have, 
but it's worth looking at as an example.  

●​ Convenience. Will not go there often. Online store would be better on Facebook or 
something 

●​ This is a wonderful initiative, but I think you should try to design this to reduce friction in 
the system so that people will actually use it, and take your design clues from what 
people are already doing. Instead of going top-down and expecting people to use a 
complicated and inconvenient system, I think you should formalize the free piles that 
already exist in individual residences. Why not install nicely appointed spaces for this in 
building lobbies or laundry rooms to nicely contain the free piles that already arise 
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organically? Then there is no need to staff the store, and no need to police who 
accesses it, because anyone with a key to the building is already a resident. You would 
only need somebody to come by and tidy up. It would be cheaper and, because it would 
see more use, reduce more waste.  

●​ Consider the idea of "elephant trails" in design. What are the people already doing? 
https://uxdesign.cc/the-user-shows-the-way-elephant-paths-in-organizational-change-1ef
f378f16eb 

●​ If you want a centralized free store, I think the best way to do this would be to have 
donation piles in the lobbies (where they've already organically arisen) and ask staff to 
bring these to the central free store, instead of throwing them in the dumpster. Then any 
staff could sort on their own time, and you would get rid of any friction on the donation 
side.  

●​ Thanks for listening, and for your efforts to help reduce waste in Acadia! Looking forward 
to seeing what comes of this.  

●​ We can replicate what westbrook mall does 
●​ images posted on Facebook or elsewhere perhaps 
●​ Per shop, people should only be able to take limited amount of items.  
●​ I think sorting items (clothes, books, essentials) clearly for easy browsing and restocking 

will be very appreciated. 
●​ I think the idea of a free store is great but also maintaining the current system is also 

convenient. I can access the laundry room anytime, so it is very convenient to donate 
items or pick them. I know that it sometimes create mess or also sometime people 
accidentally pick up things not meant for donation. Yet, it is way more convenient. I 
would recommend the free store as well but for smaller stuffs or for some food stuffs, it's 
more convenient to use the current practice. I can't be more thankful for all the items I 
could pick up and save some money. It's one of the best practice in the community. I am 
sure a lot of the people feel like that and the free store will definitely be a success. 

●​ I think there should be some form of staff moderation and also to make sure that items 
are actually reuseable are given, OR, make it very clear to those picking up that certain 
items need some extra TLC to be reuseable. 

●​ If it’s not managed by staff, it will end up like the one in the basement of the Life Building 
— a total mess, just like the laundry areas sometimes. We are dealing with people from 
many different cultures, and unfortunately, some don’t always give with intention. For 
example, they might leave perfectly good electronics out in the rain or donate clothes 
without considering whether they could truly be given a second life. 
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●​ In my opinion, it should be managed by staff and, if necessary, only open during 
weekends. The important thing to understand is that most parents here work from 9 to 5, 
and Acadia is primarily for families. Otherwise, the same issue that happens with the 
food banks might occur — many residents can’t benefit from them because the 
schedules aren’t designed for working parents, who make up the majority. 

●​ Will people still leave items in their laundry room or lobby? Could cleaning staff transfer 
these items to the Free Store, rather than throw them away?  

●​ Don’t forget signage in each building in Acadia! 
●​ Some quality control to avoid mere junk. 
●​ A dedicated process for residents to carry their own furniture etc to the free store would 

be important 
●​ There should be clear expectations outlined + shared with residents for what is 

acceptable to drop-off to prevent people from leaving items beyond repair/waste  
●​ I recommend having the store manned from 9-11 for shopping and drop offs and then 

open for shopping unmanned until 5pm. The service person can clean which is the most 
important for any store, free or not. 

●​ N/A 
●​ Acadia Park management can help the pick up of big furniture such as bed, bed frame, 

sofa, dresser, using the small golf car. Delivery can be done as well with resident pays 
small fee 

●​ I have lived for quite a while in Acadia Park, and where there are tables in most of the 
laundry rooms this is not the reality for ALL Acadia. President's Row laundry DOES NOT 
have a table.  

●​ I highly recommend you dedicate a space for everyone to mention what they need and a 
contact. Because many may not find what they need when they visit the free store. If 
someone can help, they contact the person. 
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Appendix 2. Interview Guides 

Resident Interview Guide 

Demographic Info:  
-​ Position/ Relationship to UBC? 
-​ How long have you lived at Acadia Park for? 
-​ Where in Acadia Park do you live? 

How do you interact with the free bin? 

What are your thoughts on the current free exchange system? Do you have any concerns? 

Do you see the need for any more or different management? 

What are your thoughts on the development of a free store? 

What considerations do you have for the development of a free store? 

Will a free store change something in the way you approach the donation and collection of 
items? If so, how? 

 

Admin Staff Interview Guide 

Demographic Info:  
-​ What is your role as a staff member? 
-​ How long have you been in your position for? 
-​ How long have you lived at Acadia Park for? 
-​ Where in Acadia Park do you live? 

How do you interact with the free bin? 

How would you describe the typical use patterns of Acadia Park residents? 

What are your thoughts on the current free exchange system?  

* What are your biggest concerns regarding the current system? 

How are staff currently involved in the exchange management? Do you see the need for any 
more or different involvement by staff? 

What are your thoughts on the development of a free store? 

What considerations do you have for the development of a free store? 

Will a free store change something in the way you approach the donation and collection of 
items? If so, how? 
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Appendix 3. Focus Group Guide 

I.​ Introduce Project 

The Zero Waste Action Plan: Towards a Circular Economy 2030 (ZWAP) outlines UBC’s goal 
to cut landfill waste by fifty percent below 2019 levels by 2030. Meeting this target will require 
reducing landfill disposal from student residences and improving campus-wide reuse systems. 
In shared housing, free-store models have been shown to support waste reduction by creating 
a space to exchange unused items (James 2018). Additionally, free stores have been 
celebrated for their affordability, local accessibility, and contributions to community support 
(Godelnik 2017; Uhlig 2021; Mowreader 2024). This project focuses on the Acadia Park 
Residence, where a small, informal reuse setup already exists: residents leave unwanted 
items on a table in the laundry room for others to take, and UBC staff clear remaining items 
once a week. The project will examine the feasibility of expanding this ad-hoc system into a 
formal “free store.” In collaboration with the SEEDS program and Student Housing and 
Community Services, which oversees the residence buildings, our team will seek insight into 
residents’ and UBC staff members’ views on such an expansion. Using interviews, surveys, 
and focus groups, we will assess the level of community interest, explore preferred operating 
models (such as collection and distribution logistics), and identify any concerns or needs 
related to a more structured reuse network. The goal of this research project is to assess the 
Acadia Park community’s needs and preferences for a formal “free store,” and develop 
practical recommendations to guide its design and day-to-day operations. 

II.​ Offer “Ground Rules” 

●​ One person speaks at a time 
●​ All opinions are valid 
●​ We are not here to make judgments 
●​ Feel free to disagree respectfully 
●​ We’re here to learn from your expertise 

III.​ Introductions 

Please state your name, role, and how you interact with the current reuse system / free 
store (if at all) in your current role 

IV.​ Questions 

Free Store General Feedback 
●​ What are your initial thoughts on the development of a free store? 
●​ What concerns do you have about expanding the reuse system into a formal store? 
Logistics & Structure 
●​ What recommendations for the structure and organization would you recommend? 
●​ What items should be included or not?  
●​ Who should manage the store? 
Long-term Considerations:  
●​ What would be essential for making the system sustainable over the long term? 
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