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Executive Summary  
 

UBC has committed to reducing food-related greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by 50% by 

2030 as part of its Climate Action Plan (CAP 2030). Because dairy production is a major 

contributor to food-system emissions, shifting toward plant-based alternatives represent a 

high-impact opportunity for climate mitigation. In December 2025, UBC Food Services 

launched the first Oat-Milk-by-Default pilot at Harvest Hero Brock to reduce dairy consumption, 

improve the accessibility of climate-friendly options, and evaluate the operational feasibility of 

default-based behavioural interventions. 

 

This project used a Community-Based Action Research (CBAR) approach and a 

mixed-methods design to assess the pilot’s effectiveness. Primary data collection included an 

observational audit of point-of-sale interactions, a customer survey, interviews with baristas 

and managers, and a preliminary cost–benefit analysis based on procurement records and 

greenhouse gas emissions. Together, these methods provided a comprehensive 

understanding of customer behaviour, staff experience, operational challenges, and 

environmental implications. 

 

Findings show strong acceptance of the default intervention. The observational audit revealed 

that 83.3% of customers accepted oat milk when prompted with the default-framing question, 

and staff adhered to the communication protocol in 86.7% of interactions. Survey results 

reinforced these patterns: 52% of respondents chose oat milk, and two-thirds indicated that 

sustainability information increased their willingness to accept it. Taste preferences remained 

the primary reason for switching back to dairy, while most respondents rated the ordering 

experience positively. 

 

Interviews with staff highlighted key operational considerations. While the bulk oat-milk format 

introduced challenges, such as difficult handling, inconsistent frothing, and occasional supply 

shortages these issues did not significantly disrupt service pace. Managers noted increased 

costs due to oat milk’s higher price and the absence of a surcharge, though environmental 

benefits were clear. The cost–benefit analysis confirmed reductions in dairy procurement and 

associated emissions during the pilot period. 

 

Overall, the results demonstrate that default-based nudges are a highly effective and 

low-barrier strategy for shifting consumer behaviour toward lower-emission choices. The pilot 

was operationally feasible, well-received by customers, and aligned with UBC’s 

climate-friendly food system goals. However, improvements in supply chain, product format, 

staff training, and communication could further strengthen implementation. Scaling this model 

across additional UBC Food Services locations presents a promising opportunity to 

meaningfully reduce dairy-related emissions and advance institutional climate commitments. 
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1. Introduction   

1.1 Research Topic 

The University of British Columbia (UBC) has identified food systems as a central component of 

its sustainability and climate commitments. In its Climate Action Plan 2030 (CAP 2030), UBC sets a target 

to reduce food‑related greenhouse gas emissions (GHG) by 50% by 2030, using 2019 as the baseline 

year.  

 

Default‑based nudges have emerged as one of the most effective strategies for shifting food 

choices toward lower‑emission options. A large body of randomized controlled trials consistently shows 

that simply changing the default from meat or dairy to a plant‑based option dramatically increases 

sustainable selections without restricting choice. For example, shifting a conference buffet from a meat 

default to a vegetarian default increased vegetarian uptake from 7% to 87%, while a meta‑analysis of 

twelve studies found that default interventions reduced meat selection by 53% to 87% (Greener by 

Default, n.d). 

 

These findings align with broader institutional evidence showing that consistent plant‑based 

defaults can reduce food‑related carbon emissions by up to 40% and water use by 24%, while also 

improving menu inclusivity for individuals with allergies, lactose intolerance, or religious dietary needs 

(Better Food Foundation, n.d.). 

 

This research provides an opportunity to identify the operational and financial gaps and 

opportunities that emerged during the Oat‑Milk‑by‑Default pilot, as well as to assess customer 

reception and acceptance of the default change. These insights will inform recommendations to 

enhance the effectiveness of the program, ultimately helping to reduce dairy consumption and 

contributing to the reduction of UBC Food Services’ dairy‑related greenhouse gas emissions. 

1.2 Research Relevance  

1.2.1 Societal and Environmental Relevance 

Dairy production is a high‑impact contributor to greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, with 

significant environmental consequences across the food system. Globally, the food sector accounts for 

roughly one‑third of total emissions (United Nations Industrial Development Organization, 2021), and 

dairy alone produces disproportionately high levels of GHGs due to methane generation, land use, and 

resource intensity. For example, dairy milk generates 3.15 kgCO₂e per liter, more than three times the 

emissions of oat milk 0.90 kgCO₂e per liter (Ritchie, 2022). 

 

Consequently, international bodies such as the FAO explicitly identify dietary shifts as a 

necessary mitigation pathway for achieving the 1.5°C climate target, including actions such as reducing 

meat and dairy consumption (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2019). 
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1.2.2 UBC Sustainability Issues, Policies, and Practices 

 

UBC has recognized the need to reduce food‑related emissions as part of its Climate Action Plan 

2030, which includes a target to reduce food‑system emissions by 50% by 2030. To support progress 

toward this goal, UBC created the Climate‑Friendly Food System (CFFS) Action Team, a cross-campus 

collaboration of students, staff, and faculty working to advance research, operational change, and policy 

development. The team has produced key frameworks, including UBC’s first definition of a climate-

friendly food system, a Climate-Friendly Food Systems Procurement Guideline, and seven supporting 

food actions, that collectively outline how UBC can reduce emissions while strengthening resilience, 

biodiversity, and community wellbeing (University of British Columbia, n.d.). 

 

This project contributes to UBC’s broader efforts to build a climate‑friendly food system. 

Implementing effective default interventions can help UBC meaningfully reduce its dairy‑related 

greenhouse gas emissions while supporting more inclusive, sustainable, and healthy dining 

environments for the campus community (University of British Columbia, n.d.). 

1.3 Project Context & Background 

In December 2025, UBC launched its first Oat-Milk-by-Default pilot project at Harvest Hero 

Brock. The project was designed to advance one of the priority actions within the Climate‑Friendly Food 

Systems Procurement Guidelines: reducing the purchase of high‑emission dairy products by replacing 

them with climate‑friendly alternatives. This shift is supported by extensive evidence showing that 

plant‑based foods require fewer natural resources and generate significantly lower greenhouse gas 

emissions.  

UBC Food Services, the primary partner and operational lead for this pilot, has been a 

long‑standing collaborator of the CFFS Action Team. For many years, they have worked alongside 

students, staff, and faculty to advance UBC’s sustainability commitments, from food waste reduction to 

plant‑forward menu innovation. Their Food Vision and Values explicitly prioritize climate‑friendly food 

systems, making them a natural leader for this pilot. 

Through the UBC Oat-Milk-by-Default Pilot Program, Harvest Hero Brock will operate the pilot 

from December 2025 to April 2026 using a straightforward interaction at the point of sale. When a 

customer orders a beverage that includes milk, baristas ask, “Is oat milk okay?”  If the customer agrees, 

the drink is prepared with this option at no additional cost. Dairy milk, as well as other plant‑based 

alternatives such as soy and almond, remain available upon request. 

1.4 Project Purpose, Goals and Objectives        

1.4.1 Purpose  

Contribute to achieving a 50% reduction in GHG emissions from UBC’s food systems on the Vancouver 

campus. 
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1.4.2 Goals 

To evaluate an Oat-Milk-by-Default pilot at Harvest Hero Brock for UBC Food Services that promotes 

and encourages the replacement of dairy with climate-friendly, plant-based alternatives, and advances 

UBC’s commitments to climate action.  

1.4.3 Objectives  

1. Assess customers perceptions and preferences resulting from the Oat-Milk-by-Default pilot launched. 

2. Develop interviews with staff and managers at Harvest Hero Brock to understand current operational 

challenges and benefits perceived from the Oat-Milk-by-Default.   

4.Evaluate the environmental benefits of the pilot project by analyzing purchasing data and conducting 

a preliminary cost–benefit analysis.  

2. Research Methodology and Methods 

2.1 Research Methodology 

This research project was guided by the principles of Community‑Based Action Research (CBAR), 

ensuring that the evaluation process was shaped through continuous engagement with key stakeholders 

across the UBC community. Grounding the project in CBAR allowed us to design a methodology that was 

collaborative, context‑specific, and aligned with the operational realities of UBC Food Services (UBCFS) 

and the campus food environment. 

This research relied on primary data collection through a real‑time observational audit designed to 

capture interactions between baristas and customers to identify behavioural patterns, operational 

challenges, and opportunities. In addition, a survey was conducted to understand how the UBC 

community responded to the Oat‑Milk‑by‑Default pilot, capturing perceptions, preferences, and 

behavioural shifts associated. 

To complement these insights, semi‑structured interviews were carried out with managers and baristas 

at Harvest Hero Brock, who provided detailed challenges and outcomes on the operational and financial 

implications of implementing oat milk as the default option, as well as the benefits and challenges 

observed during the transition. 

Finally, a cost–benefit analysis was conducted to assess the financial and environmental impacts of 

shifting from dairy milk to oat milk within the pilot period. 

By integrating perspectives from the UBC community, staff and managers from Harvest Hero Brock, and 

UBCFS leadership, our CBAR‑informed methodology ensured that the recommendations emerging from 

this project are inclusive, feasible, and grounded in lived experience. Ultimately, this approach 

strengthens the relevance and applicability of our findings and supports UBC’s ongoing efforts to reduce 

food‑related emissions and advance a more climate‑friendly campus food system. 
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2.2 Research Methods 

2.2.1 Primary Data: Observational Audit 

Our primary research method was an observational audit conducted at Harvest Hero Brock to evaluate 

how the Oat-Milk-by-Default pilot project functioned at the point of sale (POS). The objective of this 

audit was to observe real‑time interactions between baristas and customers in order to identify 

behavioural patterns, operational challenges, and opportunities to strengthen the Oat-Milk-by-Default.  

To ensure consistency and accuracy, we developed a structured checklist in Qualtrics (Appendix A: 

Observational Audit), which served both as the observation guide and the digital tool for data entry. 

Each indicator was evaluated using Yes / No / N/A response options, accompanied by a notes field for 

qualitative observations.  

A pilot audit on March 2nd was used to refine our tools, clarify indicators, and ensure consistency in 

data collection procedures. 

The final audit instrument was organized into two categories: 

● Staff interaction: assessing whether baristas followed the expected procedure. 

● Customer interaction: capturing how customers reacted to the default in real time. 

A total of 30 observations were conducted on Monday, March 9th, and Tuesday, March 10th, during 

two peak periods each day: 10:30 a.m.–12:30 p.m. and 12:30 p.m.–2:30 p.m. These time blocks were 

intentionally selected to capture different student populations based on typical class schedules 

(Monday/Wednesday/Friday vs. Tuesday/Thursday).  

2.2.2 Primary Data: Survey  

To complement the observational audit, we administered an online survey using the Qualtrics 

Experience Management Platform aimed to identify perceptions, preferences, and experience related 

to the oat milk as the default option, as well as broader attitudes toward dairy and plant‑based 

alternatives.  The survey targeted UBC community, with a focus on individuals who regularly purchase 

beverages at Harvest Hero Brock. 

To ensure accessibility and adequate sample representation, we used a multi‑channel recruitment 

strategy. Printed posters containing a QR code linking to the survey were placed at Harvest Hero Brock. 

Digital versions can be found in (Appendix B: Survey Promotional Signage). Additional outreach included 

in‑person promotion using tablets at Harvest Hero Brock. 

The survey remained open from March 9th at 4:30 p.m. to April 12th at 11:59 p.m. Participants were 

offered the option to enter a draw for one $25 UBC Food Services gift cards; contact information for the 

draw was collected separately to maintain anonymity. 

A total of 89 responses were received, of which 74 met eligibility criteria and were included in the 

analysis.  
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2.2.3 Primary Data: Interviews 

To complement the observational audit and student survey, we conducted in‑person interviews with 

front‑line staff and managers at Harvest Hero Brock. The purpose of these interviews was to deepen our 

understanding of the operational and financial challenges, as well as the benefits, associated with 

implementing the Oat-Milk-by-Default pilot project at this location. 

A total of five interviews were completed: three with baristas and two with managers. Interview guides 

were developed in advance and organized into thematic categories, including supply chain, costs 

implications, staff training, workflow and drink preparation, equipment interaction, customer 

experience at point of sale (POS), and overall experience questions. Managers were asked the full set of 

questions, while baristas received a tailored subset focused on their day‑to‑day responsibilities and 

direct customer interactions. A complete overview of interview categories and sample questions is 

provided in (Appendix C: Interview questions). 

Interviews with baristas lasted approximately 15–20 minutes, while interviews with managers were 

longer, lasting 45–60 minutes. These conversations provided a more comprehensive understanding of 

how the Oat-Milk-by-Default pilot project was experienced. 

2.2.4 Primary Data: Cost Benefit Analysis 

To develop the cost–benefit analysis, we compiled all milk‑related procurement records shared by the 

Retail Food Services Manager that were associated with beverage preparation at Hero Harvest Brock. 

The analysis focused on a defined baseline period (January–March 2025) and the corresponding pilot 

period (January–March 2026). Although the Oat-Milk-by-Default pilot began in December 2025, this 

month cannot be used for comparison: as they produced its own oat milk between December 8 and 19 

as part of a short in‑house trial, and operations were closed from December 20 to mid‑January for the 

Winter Break. As a result, January marks the first month in which regular supplier procurement resumed, 

providing the earliest complete and comparable window for year‑over‑year analysis. 

A total of 62 invoices from Saputo and 178 invoices from Sysco were obtained, representing the two 

suppliers responsible for dairy and oat milk procurement during the study period.  

From each invoice, we manually identified and extracted only the milk products used specifically for 

drink preparation at Hero Harvest Brock. For dairy milk, the relevant items were Dairyland 2% Milk (2 L), 

Dairyland 2% Milk (4 L), Dairyland Skim Milk (1 L), and Dairyland Homo Milk (2 L). For oat milk, the 

dataset included a single product: the 10 L bulk format of Oat Milk Plain. No additional dairy or 

plant‑based items were included. 

These invoices served as the primary data source for determining product volumes, unit prices, and total 

expenditures. From each invoice, we calculated the total litres and total cost associated with every 

order. We then aggregated all entries at the invoice level to produce monthly totals for litres of dairy 

and oat milk purchased, as well as their corresponding costs, for January, February, and March of both 

2025 and 2026. This consolidated dataset formed the basis for the year‑over‑year comparison used in 

the cost–benefit analysis. 
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To estimate greenhouse gas emissions associated with dairy and oat milk procurement, we applied 

product‑specific emission factors expressed in kilograms of carbon dioxide equivalent per litre (kg 

CO₂e/L). The emission factor used for dairy milk was 3.70 kg CO₂e/L, while the emission factor used for 

oat milk was 0.45 kg CO₂e/L. In both values, emissions are reported in carbon dioxide equivalents and 

account for the processing and transportation of commodities to retail stores. These factors do not 

include post‑production processing or packaging emissions (Statista, 2025). 

3. Results 

3.1 Primary Data Collection results: Observational Audit 

Across the 30 observed interactions, staff demonstrated strong adherence to the procedure: the prompt 

“Is oat milk okay?” was used in 86.7% of transactions (n = 26). In the remaining four interactions, the 

prompt was not needed because customers either explicitly requested dairy milk (n= 2) or proactively 

requested oat milk (n= 2) before staff initiated the question. 

In terms of staff explaining the default when asked, only three customers required additional 

clarification. In each case, staff provided an accurate and complete explanation. The questions raised by 

customers focused on whether oat milk carried an extra charge and why staff were asking about oat 

milk first, noting that it is usually the other way around. Staff consistently clarified that there is no 

additional charge for any plant‑based milk and briefly noted that the café is running an oat‑milk pilot 

project. No further explanation was provided or required. 

Table 1: Staff Interaction 

Indicator Count % of Interactions where this 
occurred 

The staff asks “Is Oat milk 
okay?” 

26 86.7% 

The staff clearly explains the 
default when asked 

3 10% 

Customer responses showed strong acceptance of the default, with 83.3% choosing oat milk without 

requesting a change. Requests for dairy milk (16.7%) or another plant‑based milk (6.7%) were relatively 

uncommon, and confusion or hesitation was observed in only 6.7% of interactions. In 10% of 

interactions, customers asked questions about the default. These results indicate that the Oat-Milk-by-

Default pilot was well‑understood, well‑received, and operationally smooth during peak service periods. 

Qualitative comments were also generally positive. Two customers responded enthusiastically when 

asked “Is oat milk okay?”, offering remarks such as “Oat milk is great” and “Yeah, that’s great!”. Only 

one interaction involved a longer clarification. In that case, the customer accepted the default from the 

beginning but mentioned that they were more accustomed to being asked “Is dairy okay?” rather than 

the other way around. 
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Table 2: Customer interaction 

Indicator Count % of Total interactions 

Accepts Oat milk 25 83.3% 

Requests Dairy milk 5 16.7% 

Requests another plant-based 

milk 

2 6.7% 

Shows confusion/hesitation 2 6.7% 

Asks about the default 3 10% 

3.2 Primary Data Collection results: Survey  

3.2.1 Demographics 

The demographic profile of respondents reflects a predominantly student‑oriented sample, with 

UBC undergraduate students representing the largest group (53%), followed by graduate students (19%) 

and UBC employees (28%) as shown in (Figure 1). The age distribution is concentrated in younger adult 

groups: 57% of respondents were between 20–29 years old, with smaller proportions in the 30–39 

(20%), 40–50 (9%), and 50+ (9%) categories (Figure 2). Gender identity responses show a strong majority 

identifying as women (80%), with men representing 14% of the sample and 6% identifying as 

transgender, non‑binary (Figure 3). 

 

Figure 1. The Role of Respondents 
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Figure 2. The Age of Respondents 

 

Figure 3. The Gender of Respondents 

3.2.2 Awareness 

 

Most respondents (59%) did not have prior knowledge of the Oat‑Milk‑by Default pilot before 

ordering their drink, while 39% reported being aware of it (Figure 4). 

 

 

Figure 5. Awareness of Oat-Milk-by-Default at Harvest Hero Brock 

 

Most respondents (64%) indicated that they noticed signage or communication about the pilot project, 

while 36% did not (Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5. Awareness of Signage or communication 

3.2.3 Preferences and Behaviour 

Figure 6 illustrates that the Oat-Milk-by-Default option was accepted by the largest share of respondents 

(43%), while 34% switched the default to Dairy milk and 14% chose another plant‑based option. An 
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additional 9% reported being “not sure” about the milk in their drink; however, because oat milk was 

the default, these respondents would have received oat milk unless they explicitly requested a change. 

Taken together, this results in 52% of respondents who did not switch the default. 

 
 

Figure 6. Type of milk ordered 

 

The survey also explored reasons why respondents switched Oat-Milk-by-Default to Dairy milk. As 

shown in (Figure 7), taste‑related reasons and product preference accounted for most selections, 

representing 80% of all responses (56% “taste preference” and 24% “I don’t like oat milk”). Among the 

remaining responses, 16% selected “other,” while 1 respondent (4%) cited allergy or intolerance. 

 

 

Figure 7. Reasons for switching the Oat-Milk-by-Default 

 

Figure 8 presents the distribution of agreement levels across three statements related to taste 

enjoyment, willingness to consume Oat milk as the default option, and perceptions of healthfulness. 

Across the first two statements, enjoying the taste of Oat milk and being willing to consume it as the 

default, the responses show a similar pattern, with 60–62% selecting “agree” or “strongly agree.” 

Disagreement levels remain comparatively low for both items, ranging from 17–19%, while neutral 

responses account for 20–22% of selections. 

 

Perceptions of healthfulness show a greater presence of neutral positions (32%), followed by 31% 

agreeing and 15% strongly agreeing. Disagreement is less common, with 14% selecting “strongly 

disagree” and 8% selecting “disagree.”  
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Figure 8. Response distribution for taste enjoyment, default acceptance, and 

perceived healthfulness 

3.2.4 Operational 

Respondents were also asked about their ordering experience, Figure 9 shows that most respondents 

evaluated the process positively, with 86% agreeing or strongly agreeing. Disagreement was minimal 

(6%), and neutral responses represented only a small minority (8%). 

 

 

Figure 9. Ordering experience 

 

 

3.2.5 Environmental 

The survey also examined respondents’ environmental awareness and their willingness to accept oat 

milk as the default when informed of its sustainability benefits. Figure 10 shows that two‑thirds of 

respondents (66%) were aware that Oat milk has a lower environmental impact than Dairy milk, while 

34% were not. 

When asked if knowing that Oat milk is more sustainable increases their willingness to accept it as the 

default, 65% responded “yes,” 16% responded “no,” and 19% selected “maybe” (Figure 11). This pattern 

indicates that sustainability information is associated with increased acceptance for most respondents, 

while a smaller group reports no effect. 
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Figure 10. Awareness of Oat milk’s lower environmental impact 

 

 

Figure 11.  Influence of sustainability awareness on acceptance of the Oat-Milk-by-

Default 

3.2.6 Financial 

The survey also examined respondents’ willingness to pay an additional cost for Dairy milk if Oat milk 

remains the default, as well as the surcharge amounts considered reasonable. Figure 12 shows that 

responses are distributed across three categories: 41% would not be willing to pay, 20% would, and 39% 

indicated that depending on the amount. This pattern shows that a plurality of respondents is not open 

to an added charge. Figure 13 focuses on the subgroup of 44 respondents who indicated willingness or 

conditional willingness to pay. Among them, 93% selected an amount under $1, while only 7% selected 

more than $1.  
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Figure 12.  Willingness to pay an additional cost for dairy milk 

 

 

Figure 13.  Amount respondents are willing to pay 

3.3 Primary Data Collection results: Interview 

Of the five staff members invited to participate in interviews at Harvest Hero Brock, all agreed to take 

part, resulting in three barista interviews and two manager interviews. From our coded interview 

transcripts, several recurring themes emerged that collectively describe the operational, logistical, and 

experiential dimensions of implementing the Oat-Milk-by-Default pilot project.  

These themes include supply chain (encompassing challenges experienced with sourcing, inventory, and 

supplier deliveries); costs (involving cost‑related challenges or benefits during the pilot); equipment 

interaction (including issues associated with steaming consistency, residue buildup, cleaning routines, 

and machine performance); workflow and drink preparation (including challenges that came up when 

preparing drinks with oat milk as the default and whether customer reactions influenced staff workload 

or order rhythm in any way); customer experience at POS (related to how customers reacted to the 

Oat‑Milk‑by‑Default pilot project); staff training (regarding challenges); waste and product loss (related 

issues); and general questions about overall experience. 

These categories structure the results presented in the following subsections and provide a 

comprehensive understanding of how the Oat-Milk-by-Default pilot project is experienced by front‑line 

staff at Harvest Hero Brock. 
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3.3.1 Supply Chain 

Supply chain considerations varied across interviews. In terms of sourcing, one interviewee reported 

recurring difficulty obtaining oat milk due to limited distributor availability, while another indicated that 

supply had remained consistent throughout the pilot. When bulk‑format shortages occur, staff rely on 

Silk carton oat milk to maintain service continuity. 

Inventory experiences reflected a similar contrast: one interviewee described inventory as dependent 

on distributor stock and affected by shortages, whereas the other reported stable inventory supported 

by daily stock checks and predictable ordering. 

Delivery‑related issues were mentioned only in connection to supplier shortages; otherwise, deliveries 

were described as reliable. Storage did not present challenges for either interviewee, as oat milk 

replaced existing dairy milk within the same storage space and did not require layout changes or 

additional capacity.  

3.3.2 Costs  

Both managers agreed that the Oat-Milk-by-Default pilot increased overall costs, mainly because drink 

prices were not adjusted to reflect the higher cost of oat milk, leading one manager to report sales below 

expectations.  

On the other hand, both managers also described temporary cost and labor implications during the early 

weeks of the pilot, when supply shortages required staff to produce oat milk in‑house. This process was 

described as labor‑intensive, taking “within 24 hours” due to soaking and grinding steps. The practice 

was discontinued once suppliers stabilized, eliminating this additional cost and workload. 

3.3.3 Staff Training 

Managers reported no major training challenges, but both highlighted the absence of formal training 

materials. Both managers expressed a clear desire for standardized communication tools, with one 

noting she currently relies on “what’s in my head” when explaining environmental or health benefits. 

Overall, training was functional but would benefit from structured guidance to ensure consistent 

messaging. 

3.3.4 Workflow and drink preparation 

Across all five interviews, baristas (100%) reported operational challenges linked to handling oat milk in 

its current bulk bag‑in‑box format, while one manager noted minor inefficiencies. Baristas frequently 

emphasized the additional steps required to manage bulk oat milk, particularly the need to transfer 

product from large bags into smaller pitchers during service. One barista explained that refilling pitchers 

during busy periods can be challenging because “it gets everywhere and it’s really heavy”, highlighting 

the physical effort required when lifting containers from a low fridge (See pitcher in Appendix D: Oat 

milk pitchers). Another barista noted that transferring oat milk from bulk bags “takes about five to ten 

minutes” and that pitchers must be kept only half full because “if it’s too full, it’s too hard to pour”. 
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Managers acknowledged these workflow considerations, though some reported fewer challenges when 

pre‑portioned pitchers were prepared during slower shifts; one manager stated that “there hasn’t been 

any big change” in drink‑preparation rhythm. 

Despite the additional handling steps introduced by the bulk format, four out of five interviewees (80%) 

indicated that the Oat-Milk-by-Default pilot project did not significantly disrupt overall service pace. 

Baristas also reported that bulk oat milk was harder to froth, produced inconsistent texture, and 

required additional manual shaking compared to barista‑blend carton formats. Several baristas 

explained that barista‑certified oat milks typically sold in cartons are easier to work with because they 

can be shaken before use, mix more evenly, and are formulated specifically for steaming and frothing. 

They noted that these products produce more stable microfoam and more consistent latte art, reducing 

the effort required during drink preparation.  

Other interviewees described minimal operational challenges, noting that preparing beverages with oat 

milk followed the same basic steps as dairy milk, and that systems such as maintaining pre‑filled pitchers 

and backup containers helped maintain workflow continuity. 

Customer interactions had only a limited effect on preparation pace. Some baristas noted that questions 

about milk options or taste differences occasionally slowed off service at the till, but these delays were 

minor and infrequent. Managers similarly reported that early in the pilot, additional time was needed 

to explain the change to customers, though this did not create significant or lasting impacts on workflow. 

3.3.5 Equipment interaction 

Interviewees reported minimal equipment‑related issues associated with the use of oat milk. One 

interviewee indicated that oat milk performed similarly to dairy milk in terms of machine cleaning, 

steaming, and general maintenance, noting no residue buildup or operational concerns. Standard 

cleaning routines were described as sufficient to prevent cross‑contamination between milk types. 

Another interviewee observed differences in steaming performance, explaining that oat milk did not 

froth as easily as 2% dairy milk and produced a less stable texture. These differences were attributed to 

the product itself rather than to equipment malfunction.  

3.3.6 Customer Experience at Point of Sale  

Customer experience at the point of sale was discussed by all interviewees when prompted, with all 

three baristas (100%) and both managers (100%) describing how customers reacted to the Oat-Milk-by-

Default change and whether these reactions affected service rhythm. Across interviews, three 

consistent patterns emerged. First, some customers showed initial hesitation, especially older 

individuals or those with dietary concerns, who questioned the default or immediately requested dairy.  

Second, customers asked brief questions about ingredients or taste, including fat content, gluten‑free 

status, or differences between bulk and carton oat milk. Third, most customers ultimately accepted the 

default, with reactions described as positive and neutral, driven by personal taste rather than opposition 

to the initiative; some even expressed support for environmental or health reasons. 
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Regarding service rhythm, staff consistently reported no meaningful impact. These interactions were 

short, easy to manage, and did not disrupt workflow. Only one barista mentioned occasional minor 

delays during peak periods, noting that this was uncommon.  

3.3.7 Waste & Product Loss 

Waste and product loss were discussed across all interviews, with staff consistently reporting no spoilage 

of either oat or dairy milk during the Oat-Milk-by-Default pilot. Oat‑milk turnover was high, dairy orders 

quickly adjusted, and the only brief surplus that occurred early in the pilot where surplus dairy when 

ordering patterns had not yet aligned with reduced demand was repurposed for baking or redistributed, 

preventing disposal. 

Where waste did occur, it was packaging‑related. Each bulk unit consists of a 10‑litre plastic bag placed 

inside a cardboard box, and baristas noted that the plastic component “goes to garbage” while only the 

cardboard is recycled. 

In contrast, staff reported that oat milk in the Tetra Pak presentation typically delivered as six cartons 

per case which fits cleanly into existing recycling streams and produces significantly less garbage. All 

baristas emphasized that these tetrapak are consistently recycled, making them a lower‑waste 

alternative to the bulk bag‑in‑box format. Both packaging presentations can be found in (Appendix E: 

Oat milk packaging formats). 

3.3.8 Factors that would have made the implementation of the Oat-Milk-

by-Default easier 

When asked what supports would have made implementation easier, managers pointed to clearer staff 

guidance, customer‑facing signage, and the need to recognize that the main challenge is behavior 

change rather than operations. Both noted that the pilot launched with no formal instructions, with one 

manager explaining there were “no instructions” on whether staff should automatically use oat milk or 

continue asking for preferences, to avoid remaking drinks and wasting product. She added that a 

straightforward guide or script explaining environmental or health benefits “would help,” since she 

currently relies on her own explanations. Signage was also seen as valuable for reducing the burden on 

staff to justify the default while the change is still new. 

Managers also emphasized that long‑standing taste preferences make the shift a habit‑forming process, 

not something solved through manuals alone. They noted that implementation is easier during periods 

of high student turnover, such as September, when new routines naturally form, and that launching 

mid‑semester limits the pilot’s impact. Both agreed that campus‑wide alignment across UBC food 

outlets would improve consistency and reduce customer confusion.  

3.3.9 Overall experience with the pilot 

Across all five interviews, staff described their overall experience with the Oat-Milk-by-Default pilot as 

positive, noting that its success depends on customer adjustment, taste consistency, and reliable supply. 

Both managers (100%) reported that the pilot has “gone well” so far, emphasizing that long‑term 
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effectiveness is tied to customer adaptation and comparing the shift to past sustainability transitions 

that require time and habit formation. 

Baristas (100%) highlighted taste differences and product variability as central to customer acceptance. 

They noted that bulk oat milk tastes different from carton versions, sometimes “waterier” or less 

suitable for steaming, while some customers prefer the lower‑sugar bulk option. Additional insights 

pointed to customers sometimes asking about production methods or gluten cross‑contamination, 

highlighting the need for clearer product information.  

3.4 Primary Data Collection results: Cost Benefit Analysis 

Table 3 presents the three‑month comparison period, procurement records that show consistent 

year‑over‑year reductions in dairy milk volumes, and the introduction of oat milk as a new purchased 

product in 2026. Dairy milk decreased substantially every month relative to the 2025 baseline. In 

January, volumes declined from 641 L to 274 L, representing a reduction of 367 L (–57.2%). February 

decreased from 277 L to 182 L, equivalent to 95 L (–34.3%). March declined from 415 L to 346 L, a 

reduction of 69 L (–16.6%). Summed across the three months, dairy procurement fell from 1,333 L in 

2025 to 802 L in 2026, a total reduction of 531 L (–39.8%).  

Oat milk, which was not purchased in 2025, appeared consistently in 2026 with monthly volumes of 80 

L in January, 110 L in February, and 120 L in March, totaling 310 L. When combined with dairy milk, total 

milk procurement decreased from 1,333 L in 2025 to 1,112 L in 2026, a reduction of 221 L (–16.6%). 

Table 3: Liters of dairy and oat milk purchased in Q1 2025 and 2026 

 

Cost data show parallel shifts (Table 4). Dairy milk expenditures declined in all months of 2026 compared 

with 2025, falling from $1,351.66 to $608.89 in January (–55.0%), from $586.90 to $406.48 in February 

(–30.7%), and from $865.72 to $748.63 in March (–13.5%). Oat milk costs, which were absent in 2025, 

totaled $246.24 in January, $338.58 in February, and $369.36 in March, amounting to $954.18 across 

the three‑month period. When aggregated, total milk procurement costs decreased from $2,804.28 in 

2025 to $2,718.18 in 2026, yielding a net reduction of $86.10 (–3.1%). 

Table 4: Costs related to dairy and oat milk purchased in Q1 2025 and 2026 

Costs by Type of Milk (CAN) 

Milk Type  Jan 
2025 

Feb 
2025 

Mar 
2025 

Total  
2025 

 Jan 
2026 

Feb 
2026 

Mar 
2026 

Total 
2026 

Liters of Type of Milk (L) 

Milk Type  Jan 
2025 

Feb 
2025 

Mar 
2025 

Total 
2025 

 Jan 
2026 

Feb 
2026 

Mar 
2026 

Total 
2026 

Dairy milk 641 277 415 1,333 274 182 346 802 

Oat milk 0 0 0 0 80 110 120 310 



 

24 

Dairy milk $131.66 $589.90 $865.72 $2,804.28 $608.89 $406.48 $748.63 $1,764.00 

Oat milk $0 $0 $0 $0 $246.24 $338.58 $369.36 $954.18 

 

Unit Cost Summary (CAD/L): Average unit costs show a clear price differential between dairy and 

oat milk during the first quarter of 2026. Dairy milk averaged $2.40 per litre, while oat milk averaged 

$3.08 per litre, reflecting a 28.33% higher unit cost for oat milk. This price gap is consistent with 

market trends, where plant‑based alternatives typically carry higher prices (Statista, 2025). 

 

Table 5: Average cost per litre by milk type 

Milk Type Average Cost per Litre Relative Difference 

Dairy milk $2.40/L  

Oat milk $3.08/L +28.33% 

 

The emissions result in (Figure 14) show a substantial reduction driven almost entirely by the 

decrease in dairy procurement. Dairy‑related emissions fell from 4,932.1 kg CO₂e in 2025 to 

2,967.4 kg CO₂e in 2026, a reduction of 1,964.7 kg CO₂e, reflecting the sharp drop in dairy 

volumes once oat milk became the default. Although oat milk introduced 139.5 kg CO₂e in 2026, 

its contribution remains minimal due to its significantly lower carbon intensity per litre. 

Overall, total milk‑related emissions decreased from 4,932.1 kg CO₂e (Jan–March 2025) to 

3,106.9 kg CO₂e (Jan–March 2026), yielding a net reduction of 1,825.2 kg CO₂e (≈ 1.83 tonnes 

CO₂e, or a 37% decrease). 
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Figure 14. Greenhouse gas emissions reduction of dairy and oat milk Q1 2025 and 

2026 

4. Discussion 

4.1 Successes 

4.1.2 Customer Acceptance 

Customer acceptance of the Oat-Milk-by-Default was a major success of the pilot. Audit data show that 

83.3% of customers accepted oat milk without requesting a change, demonstrating strong behavioural 

alignment with the default at the point of sale. Survey data similarly indicate that 43% of respondents 

consumed the default oat milk in their beverage. An additional 9% reported being “not sure” which milk 

they received; however, because oat milk was the default during the pilot, these respondents would 

also have been served oat milk. Taken together, this means that 52% of surveyed participants consumed 

Oat milk at Harvest Hero Brock. 

4.1.3 Ordering Experience and Service Rhythm 

According to the results of the survey, observation audit and interviews, the ordering experience 

remained smooth and intuitive throughout the pilot. Survey results show that 86% of respondents 

agreed or strongly agreed that ordering felt straightforward and easy, with only 6% expressing 

disagreement. Audit observations aligned with this perception: ordering interactions were consistently 

brief, and baristas were able to communicate the default without slowing down the line. Staff interviews 

further reinforced this finding, as baristas and managers reported that the Oat-Milk-by-Default did not 

disrupt service rhythm, even during peak periods, and that customer questions were infrequent and 

quick to address. 

Together, the survey, audit, and interview data indicate that the default intervention is operationally 

seamless and does not introduce friction into the ordering process. 

4.1.4 Environmental Awareness and Sustainability‑Driven Acceptance 

Environmental framing emerged as a meaningful driver of acceptance. Two‑thirds of respondents (66%) 

were aware that oat milk has a lower environmental impact than dairy milk, and 65% reported that 

knowing oat milk is more sustainable increases their willingness to accept it as the default. An additional 

19% selected “maybe,” meaning that 84% of respondents showed at least some openness to the default 

when sustainability information is provided. This indicates that environmental framing can meaningfully 

reinforce the behavioural effect of the default. 

4.1.5 GHG Emission Reduction 

The emissions results further reinforce this success. Dairy‑related emissions fell from 4,932.1 kg CO₂e in 

2025 to 2,967.4 kg CO₂e in 2026, a reduction of 1,964.7 kg CO₂e, reflecting the substantial decrease in 
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dairy procurement once oat milk became the default. Although oat milk contributed 139.5 kg CO₂e in 

2026, its carbon intensity is significantly lower, resulting in a net reduction of 1,825.2 kg CO₂e (≈ 1.83 

tonnes CO₂e, or a 37% decrease). These findings demonstrate that the pilot delivered a measurable and 

meaningful emissions‑reduction benefit. 

4.2 Barriers 

4.2.1 Product Handling and Bulk Format Limitations 

Despite overall operational success, baristas consistently reported challenges with the bulk bag oat‑milk 

format. Refilling pitchers was described as time‑consuming, messy, and physically demanding, 

particularly during peak periods. These pressures also contributed to product inconsistency, as baristas 

occasionally switched to the Silk tetrapak oat milk during busy times to avoid delays. While these issues 

did not prevent successful implementation of the pilot, they represent meaningful barriers to staff 

efficiency. 

4.2.2 Inconsistent Training and Lack of Standardized Messaging 

Interviews with both managers and baristas highlighted that the pilot launched without formal 

instructions, creating uncertainty about whether staff should automatically use oat milk or continue 

asking for customer preferences. The absence of standardized scripts or reference materials led to 

inconsistent explanations at the point of sale and increased the cognitive burden on staff. Both groups 

emphasized the need for clear, standardized communication tools to ensure consistent and confident 

implementation of the default. 

4.2.3 Taste Preferences 

Survey data show that 80% of respondents who switched to dairy milk did so for taste‑related reasons, 

indicating that flavour preferences remain the primary barrier to adopting the Oat-Milk-by-Default. 

Baristas emphasized taste‑related concerns, consistently noting that the bulk of oat milk used in the 

pilot had a more bitter or sour flavour compared to barista‑blend alternatives. Several explained that 

barista‑certified oat milks typically sold in cartons taste smoother and slightly sweeter, which they felt 

contributed to a better overall beverage experience. These observations suggest that product taste and 

brand differences meaningfully shape both customer acceptance and staff's perceptions of drink taste. 

4.2.5 Cost Sensitivity and Limited Willingness to Pay 

Financial perceptions present another barrier. When asked about paying extra for dairy milk, 41% said 

they would not be willing to pay, and 39% said it depends on the amount. Among those open to paying, 

93% selected a surcharge under $1.  
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4.2.5 Cost Constraints in procurement 

The decrease in cost during the pilot was driven exclusively by reduced total milk procurement volume. 

Total milk purchased declined from 1,333 L in 2025 to 1,112 L in 2026, a reduction of 221 L that offset 

the higher unit cost of oat milk. This outcome does not reflect price efficiency; if 2026 procurement 

volumes had remained proportional to 2025 levels, the higher cost of oat milk would have increased 

total procurement expenditure. 

4.2.6 Packaging Waste from Bulk Oat Milk 

Although product spoilage was not an issue, baristas noted that the bulk bag‑in‑box format generates 

non‑recyclable plastic waste. In contrast, tetapack oat milk formats fit cleanly into existing recycling 

streams. 

4.2.7 Supply variability 

Interviews indicated that supply variability was an occasional challenge during the pilot. One manager 

reported that from January until mid‑February, the café experienced repeated distributor shortages, 

which required producing oat milk in‑house to maintain service continuity and added unexpected labour 

demands. Staff also noted that during some of these shortages, they relied on alternative oat‑milk 

brands available on site, underscoring the need for flexible backup options when the primary bulk supply 

was inconsistent. These substitutions also introduced variability in taste, which could affect both 

customer experience and baristas’ ability to deliver consistent beverage quality. 

Although these disruptions were not persistent, they highlight the importance of stable and reliable 

sourcing to support consistent implementation of the Oat-Milk-by-Default across UBC Food Services. 

4.3 Limitations to our research 

4.3.1 Primary Data: Audit  

Several limitations were identified in the audit process. First, staff were aware that observations would 

take place, which may have influenced their behavior and resulted in bias during interactions. This 

concern is reinforced by informal feedback from a UBC employee during the same week, who reported 

that on one occasion was not asked “is Oat milk okay”?. To mitigate this, future research could assign 

different researchers to conduct the audits without making it explicit that they are part of an evaluation, 

which may help reduce observational bias and capture more natural behavior. 

Additionally, the audits were conducted on two different days within the same week, meaning it is 

unlikely that significant changes occurred between observations. Given more time, more audits could 

have been conducted at a more spread-out rate, allowing for a broader assessment and capturing 

potential variations over time. 
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Another limitation is the small number of baristas observed. Only two baristas were included in the 

audit, while the total number was four. Increasing the number of observed staff would allow for better 

identification of patterns or discrepancies between individuals. 

4.3.2 Primary Data: Survey 

The survey faced limitations related to sample size and time constraints. A total of 89 responses were 

collected; however, 15 respondents did not complete the survey in full, resulting in a final sample size 

of 74 respondents. 

To reach the target of 100 participants, more time would have been required, along with stronger 

support from baristas in actively inviting customers to participate at the point of sale. 

Additionally, the survey design presented limitations in the wording of some questions. Certain 

questions may have been biased toward assuming that respondents were dairy consumers, such as “If 

you switched to dairy milk, what was the main reason?”, which could have been more inclusive by 

addressing both dairy and plant-based milk choices. Similarly, statements such as “I enjoy the taste of 

oat milk in my drinks,” “I am willing to continue consuming oat milk as the default option,” and 

“Choosing oat milk makes me feel I’m making healthier choices” may not have been applicable to 

participants who do not consume oat milk. This may have influenced how some respondents interpreted 

or answered the questions, potentially affecting the accuracy and inclusiveness of the data. 

4.3.3 Primary Data: Interview 

The interviews were limited by time and operational constraints, as they were conducted during working 

hours when no customers were present, which may have restricted the depth of responses. Additionally, 

in one instance, two baristas were present during the same interview, which may have influenced the 

responses of the second interview. 

Future research should aim to conduct interviews individually and in a more controlled setting, without 

the presence of coworkers, to reduce bias and encourage more independent responses. 

4.3.4 Primary Data: Cost Benefit Analysis 

A limitation of the cost–benefit analysis is that December procurement data were excluded. An early 

oat‑milk trial occurred from December 11 to 19, following an in‑house oat‑milk test beginning December 

8, but Hero Harvest Brock closed from December 20 to mid‑January, creating irregular procurement 

patterns not comparable to the structured January–March pilot period. For this reason, December data 

were not considered. 

Interviews also indicated that, during occasional shortages, staff substituted the 946 mL Silk Oat Barista 

product. Because this item is not part of standard procurement and its use was not consistently tracked, 

its volumes and costs could not be quantified. As a result, it was excluded from the dataset, representing 

an additional limitation in fully capturing all oat‑milk inputs during the pilot. 



 

29 

5. Recommendations 

5.1 Recommendations for Action 

Immediate Action (0-6 months) 

5.1.1 Improving Oat‑Milk Supply Reliability and Reducing Procurement 

Costs 

We recommend strengthening the oat‑milk supply chain by addressing key challenges identified in 

interviews, particularly high product costs and recurring shortages. Some managers reported stable 

inventory, but others experienced inconsistent sourcing and stockouts linked to limited distributor 

supply, which at times required switching to different oat‑milk brands, potentially affecting the 

customer experience due to taste differences. 

To improve reliability and financial viability, UBC Food Services should pursue stronger supplier 

negotiations to reduce procurement costs and improve product availability. This may include negotiating 

better pricing with current distributors such as SYSCO and SAPUTO, who supply products like Silk Oat 

Yeah (1.75 L) and Silk Oat Barista (946 mL).  

In addition to negotiating improved terms with existing suppliers, UBC Food Services should explore 

alternative barista-grade oat-milk brands (see Appendix F) that may offer better performance and more 

reliable supply. Staff specifically recommended Earth’s Own Barista Oat noting that it is used successfully 

at another UBC food venue and provides superior steaming quality and flavour. Other viable options 

include Silk Barista Oat, Oatly Oat Drink Barista Edition, which is widely recognized in café settings for 

its frothing stability and consistent taste. 

Evaluating these brands alongside cost considerations would help ensure that procurement decisions 

reflect both financial priorities and the operational realities faced by baristas. 

5.1.2 Address taste barriers through sampling and feedback 

Taste remains the primary barrier to accepting the Oat-Milk-by-Default, with 80% of switchers citing 

taste preference as their main reason for choosing another milk type. To address this, we recommend 

offering small oat‑milk samples specifically to customers who order dairy or other plant‑based milks, 

allowing them to try oat milk without altering their chosen beverage. This low‑effort approach increases 

familiarity and reduces perceived risk. 

In parallel, we recommend collecting drink‑specific feedback from current oat‑milk consumers through 

a short QR‑code survey asking them to rate the taste and texture of their beverage (e.g., latte, 

cappuccino, americano, flat white). This would help identify whether certain drinks consistently receive 

lower taste ratings such as beverages where oat‑milk flavour is more pronounced, or frothing 

performance is weaker and inform targeted recipe adjustments if needed. 

https://earthsown.com/products/barista/
https://www.silkcanada.ca/products/barista/
https://www.oatly.com/en-ca/products/oat-drink/oat-drink-barista-edition-1l
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5.1.3 Strengthen staff training and standardize communication tools 

A key barrier identified in the interviews was the lack of standardized training and messaging from staff. 

To address this, we recommend implementing focused training sessions that reinforce key elements of 

the default: how to respond to common customer questions, and how to explain sustainability or health 

benefits in a simple, consistent way. These sessions should be supported by concise reference materials 

(e.g., a one‑page script, FAQ sheet) to ensure all staff communicate the default clearly and uniformly. 

5.1.4 Improve consumer transparency by providing accessible nutritional 

and ingredient information for bulk oat milk 

Interviews revealed that customers frequently ask baristas about production methods, nutritional value, 

and potential gluten cross‑contamination. Staff noted that these questions are difficult to answer 

because the bulk oat‑milk bag lacks visible labeling, unlike the carton format, which includes full 

ingredients and nutrition information. This absence of on‑package information is a barrier for customers 

who require reassurance about allergens and ingredients. 

To address this, we recommend that UBC Food Services request complete nutritional, ingredient, and 

allergen information from the supplier for the bulk format and make it accessible at the point of sale 

(e.g., a printed sheet or QR code). Providing this information would support staff in responding to 

customer inquiries, improving transparency for consumers with dietary concerns, and strengthen trust 

in the Oat-Milk-by-Default. 

5.1.5 Improve product handling systems to reduce operational strain 

Interviews revealed that the current bulk bag‑in‑box oat‑milk format creates significant operational 

strain for baristas. Staff described the system as time‑consuming, messy, and physically demanding, 

particularly during peak hours due to the need to lift, pour, and refill pitchers from a low fridge. These 

challenges can slow down service, increase spill risk, and contribute to inconsistent frothing 

performance. 

To address this operational barrier, we recommend exploring improved handling and dispensing 

systems that reduce manual effort and streamline workflow (e.g., easier‑pour containers, 

direct‑dispense setups, or improved storage configurations).  

UBC Food Services may also consider changing the packaging format (see Recommendation 5.2.2), which 

could simultaneously reduce handling strain and improve workflow efficiency. 

5.1.6 Improve Bulk Oat‑Milk Packaging to Reduce Non‑Recyclable Waste 

and Enhance Staff Workflow 

Review and transition the current bulk Oat‑milk format which includes non‑recyclable plastic 

components such as the straw and internal fittings to lower‑waste alternatives. This includes engaging 

suppliers to evaluate options like HDPE (#2) or PET (#1) bottles, or improved bulk‑dispensing systems 

with reduced packaging waste. Exploring alternative formats that allow direct dispensing (like dairy and 



 

31 

plant‑based cartons) would also help staff avoid transferring product between bag to dispensers, 

reducing handling and improving workflow.  

5.2 Recommendations for Broader Implementation 

Mid-term Action (6-12 months) 

5.2.1 Enhancing Default Acceptance Through Strategic Messaging 

We recommend implementing communication and educational interventions, in collaboration with the 

Food & Services Communications Team and in partnership with the UBC SEEDS Sustainability Program, 

to integrate taste and sustainability‑focused messages. Highlighting the flavour profile, nutritional 

benefits, and lower environmental impact of oat milk could make the default option more appealing to 

students. Survey and interview data show that taste preference is the dominant barrier, with 80% of 

switchers citing taste as their main reason for choosing another milk type. At the same time, 84% 

indicated that knowing Oat milk is more sustainable would increase their willingness to accept oat milk 

as the default. 

5.2.3 Align intervention timing with behavioural habit cycles 

In case the pilot wants to be expanded, consider avoiding launching interventions mid‑semester, as 

managers noted their impact was limited once students had already formed routines. We recommend 

introducing future initiatives at the start of academic terms and reinforcing them consistently over 

time. This would allow behaviour change to occur during habit‑formation periods, increasing the 

likelihood of long‑term adoption. 

6. Conclusion 

This research aimed to assess customer acceptance, operational challenges and benefits, and the 

environmental and cost impacts of the Oat‑Milk‑by‑Default pilot at Harvest Hero Brock, with the broader 

purpose of supporting UBC’s Climate Action Plan 2030 target to reduce food‑related greenhouse gas 

emissions by 50% by 2030. Using a mixed‑methods approach including an observational audit, a 

customer survey, interviews with front‑line staff and managers, and a preliminary cost–benefit analysis, 

the project successfully met its objectives of assessing customer acceptance, identifying operational 

challenges, and estimating the environmental and financial implications of the Oat‑Milk‑by‑Default 

intervention. 

Across all data sources, the findings consistently demonstrate that the Oat‑Milk‑by‑Default intervention 

showed a strong customer acceptance based on the survey's results and staff and manager’s experience. 

The survey showed strong customer acceptance, with 52% of respondents choosing to keep the default. 

While this is a promising result, it remains lower than what the literature suggests is achievable through 

well‑designed default interventions for example, vegetarian defaults increasing selection from 7% to 

87% (Greener by Default. (n.d.) 



 

32 

Survey results also highlight opportunities among those who switched from oat milk to dairy or other 

alternatives, with two‑thirds indicating that sustainability information increased their willingness to 

accept the default. Interviews with staff revealed that although the bulk oat‑milk format introduced 

workflow challenges particularly related to refilling, frothing consistency, and supply variability, these 

issues did not significantly disrupt overall service pace. The cost–benefit analysis further highlighted the 

environmental value of the initiative, showing a net reduction of 1,825.2 kg CO₂e, but also emphasized 

the structural barriers that must be addressed for long‑term success, including the fact that oat milk 

remains 28% more expensive than dairy. 

Taken together, these findings contribute to the growing body of evidence demonstrating that 

default‑based nudges are a powerful, strategy for shifting consumer behaviour toward lower‑emission 

food choices. At UBC, this pilot illustrates how a simple operational change can meaningfully advance 

institutional climate commitments while maintaining customer satisfaction. The results also underscore 

the importance of staff training, clear communication tools, reliable supply chains, and product selection 

in ensuring smooth implementation and long‑term success. 

As with any applied research, limitations must be acknowledged. The pilot was conducted at a unique 

location over a brief period, and the survey sample while adequate may not fully represent the broader 

UBC population. Operational challenges identified by staff, particularly those related to the bulk 

bag‑in‑box format, suggest opportunities for refining product selection, improving workflow, and 

strengthening procurement strategies. Future research could explore long‑term behavioural trends, 

potential change in oat milk brands, and the scalability of default interventions across multiple retail and 

dining contexts on campus. Ultimately, this project reinforces the significance of default‑based 

strategies as a practical and impactful tool for reducing food‑related emissions. By integrating 

behavioural insights with operational realities, UBC Food Services is well‑positioned to expand 

climate‑friendly interventions that support a more sustainable, inclusive, and resilient campus food 

system. 
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Appendix 

B: Survey 

Promotional Signage 

 

 
 

 

 

Appendix C: Interview questions 

 

Supply Chain (Only managers)  

1. What challenges or benefits, if any, have you experienced with sourcing Oat milk since the 

pilot began?  

2. What challenges have emerged around inventory? (e.g., running out faster, difficulty 

estimating quantities, needing to place orders more frequently)  

3. What logistical challenges or benefits have you encountered with Oat milk deliveries? 

(e.g., Timing issues, frequency changes, reliability concerns or smoother coordination, more 

consistent deliveries)  
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4. How has the increased use of Oat milk impacted your storage needs, positively or 

negatively? (e.g., Space constraints, refrigeration vs. dry storage, reorganizing layout, or 

more efficient use of space)  

5. Do you use different oat milk types?? Brands**  

Costs (Only managers)  

5. What kinds of cost‑related challenges or benefits have you noticed during the 

Oat‑milk‑by‑default pilot?  

Equipment Interaction (Only managers)  

6. Have you noticed any equipment‑related issues associated to Oat milk? (e.g., Steaming 

consistency, residue buildup, cleaning routines, machine performance)  

Workflow & Drink Preparation (Managers and baristas)  

7. What are some operational challenges when it comes to preparing the beverages for your 

customers using oat milk at the default?   

8. Have customer questions or reactions to the default milk option influenced your service 

pace or staff workload in any way? If so, how?  

Customer Experience at Point of Sale (Managers and baristas)  

9. How have customers responded to the Oat‑milk‑by‑default change, from your 

perspective? (e.g., Positive feedback, confusion about the default, complaints, questions, 

neutral reactions, no noticeable change)   

  Staff Training (Only managers)  

10. Do you have some challenges when training staff about Oat-Milk-by-Default?  

Waste & Product Loss (Managers and baristas)  

11. What types of waste or product loss have increased or decreased since the pilot began? 

(e.g., Expired Oat milk, packaging waste or reduced Dairy waste, fewer opened containers)  

General: (Only managers)  

12. Overall, how would you describe your experience with the Oat‑milk‑by‑default pilot so 

far?  

13. What supports or changes would have made implementing Oat-Milk-by-Default easier at 

your location?  

14. Is there anything else about the challenges or benefits of the Oat‑Milk‑by‑Default 

operation that hasn’t been covered, that you think is important to share?  

Appendix D: Oat milk pitchers 
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Appendix E: Oat milk packaging formats 

 

 

 

Appendix F: Oat milk packaging formats 

Oatly: Oat Drink Barista Edition 

 

Earth´s Own: Barista Oat 
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Silk: Barista Oat 
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