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Executive Summary 

In the summer of 2025, UBC Food Services and AMS Food and Beverage piloted a reusable cup-

and-container service at various locations on the UBC Vancouver Campus. The UBC SEEDS 

Sustainability program and Alma Mater Society (AMS) were interested in understanding user experiences 

associated with this service, especially given anecdotal evidence of negative impressions amongst users 

on campus and reusable cup and container return rates that were significantly lower than projected. The 

existing literature on such reusable systems has revealed that while the value of reusable packaging 

systems is well established, several factors are critical in determining their potential for success. Key 

issues commonly identified in relation to user experience include usability, finance, hygiene, and 

motivation to change. Using a qualitative mixed methods approach, our research explored users’ 

experiences and perceptions related to the Friendlier service, and identified recommendations to improve 

the program in anticipation of wider roll-out across UBC. We found that some users faced obstacles to 

sustained use in the areas of physical infrastructure of the system’s rollout across campus (e.g. return 

containers); the digital app required to complete use of the system; and communication on the materials 

and functioning of the service. Users also highlighted the opportunity for building communities of 

practice to support uptake and sustained engagement with the service. This preliminary research produced 

5 recommendations to improve uptake, user experience, and sustained engagement with reusables 

programs at UBC, and 3 areas for future research to support UBC’s linked sustainability goals. 

Introduction & Context 

Under the Zero Waste Action Plan 2030, the University of British Columbia (UBC) has set the 

ambitious goal to reduce waste to landfill by 50% below 2019 levels by 2030. To achieve this goal, UBC 

aims to reduce disposable cup usage by 80% across the Vancouver campus (UBC, 2023). In summer 

2025, UBC Food Services and AMS Food and Beverage partnered with Friendlier, a third-party service 

provider, to launch a reusable cup-and-container pilot project. The service requires users to pay a small 
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deposit fee to receive the container, which is then repaid via mobile app once it has been scanned and 

returned. While the service has been widely used throughout the pilot period, including moving to fully 

replacing disposable containers at participating locations since October 2025, mixed feedback from both 

students and staff has triggered an interest in better understanding user experiences associated with the 

Friendlier service.1234 This research was undertaken in partnership with the UBC SEEDS Sustainability 

Program and Alma Mater Society (AMS). Representatives from SEEDS and AMS informed the 

development of research questions and methods.  

Literature Review 

For initiatives aiming to reduce climate impact and waste to landfill, reusable packaging systems 

offer clear benefits over single-use packaging. Reusable packaging systems, if reused sufficiently, can 

substantially decrease the volume of raw materials, the degree of energy consumption, and the emissions 

associated with packaging production, ultimately reducing the environmental burdens of packaging 

(Coelho et al., 2020). Even compared to light-weight packaging or recycling, the efficiency of reusable 

packaging is such that at least 20% of plastic packaging could be replaced by reusable packaging systems 

(Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2019). While the value of reusable packaging systems is well established 

in the climate mitigation and circular economy literature, there remain questions about how these systems 

can be successfully implemented. 

 
1 Friendlier: Reusable Food and Beverage Packaging was founded in 2019 by chemical engineering 

graduates from the University of Waterloo, and current CEO and CRO Kayli Smith and Jacquie Hanton. According 

to their website, Friendlier aims to reduce the amount of single-use plastic waste generated by disposable food and 

beverage packaging by providing businesses with reusable plastic cups and containers (https://www.friendlier.com/).  
2 According to their website, Friendlier currently serves businesses across Ontario, Quebec and British 

Columbia. Current clients include higher education institutions such as the University of Toronto Scarborough, the 

University of British Columbia, Humber College and Conestoga College, venues such as the Toronto Zoo and 

private businesses like Scotiabank and Aviva.  
3 According to this project’s SEEDS partner, Friendlier: Reusable Food and Beverage Packaging was 

selected based on a competitive process. 
4 Friendlier: Reusable Food and Beverage Packaging has not seen, nor endorsed any of the findings from 

this report. 

https://www.friendlier.com/


5 

 

Long et al. (2022) offer insight into determinants of consumer acceptance of such systems by 

identifying four key user issues: hygiene, usability, finance, and motivation. Miao et al. (2023) build on 

this by identifying key barriers standing in the way of adoption, namely scepticism over environmental 

impact, concerns over contamination risks, upfront financial investments needed to take part in reusable 

packaging systems, concerns over packaging wear and tear, concerns over navigating a complex system, 

and extra time and effort needed when compared to disposable options.  

The steps required of consumers to participate in reusable packaging systems are a key factor in 

uptake. A consumer survey conducted by Heady (Forbes, 2021) indicated that for any given business, the 

requirement to use an app to complete a transaction was met with moderate to extreme levels of 

frustration for 91% of respondents. Further, 77.9% of respondents reported having abandoned a 

transaction due to mandatory app downloads, with the number rising to 87.1% among 17-24 year olds. 

This is further reinforced by recent findings (Moussaoui et al., 2023; Palma, 2024) that convenience is a 

critical determining factor in the uptake of sustainable cup containers. Moussaoui et al. further suggest 

that many users are still in the preactionary phase of their relationship to reusable packaging - i.e., they 

are willing to change, but would benefit from support to plan when and how to use reusable containers. 

Beyond convenience, what can then increase the desirability for consumers to engage with 

reusable packaging? Herweyers et al. (2024) point to the example of financial incentives offered through 

loyalty programs at coffee shops, while Borg et al. (2020) highlight how adopting sustainable behaviour 

more broadly is greatly influenced by factors such as the availability of information on reducing plastic 

waste. Miao et al. (2023) reinforces all these perspectives, highlighting consumer understanding of 

environmental value and financial benefits, while also noting the significance of reliability of hygienic 

standards. Many of these enablers indicate the importance of a relational approach to engaging reusable 

packaging system users, be it through informational campaigns about the impact, financial incentives, 

safety and quality standards, or in supporting individuals to plan for their use (Moussaoui et al., 2023). 
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Research Goal and Questions 

The goal of this research was to understand the Friendlier user experience pilot program at UBC – 

especially friction points – and provide recommendations for improvement to better suit user needs. To 

achieve this goal, we identified the following research questions: 

1. What are UBC staff and students’ user experiences with the Friendlier cup-and-container 

programs? 

a. What are the strengths and benefits of the Friendlier service? 

b. What friction points hinder user experience of the Friendlier service, and what barriers do 

these create for broader uptake across the student body? 

c. What can we learn from Friendlier users (both customers and food providers) about how 

to improve the pilot program for wider roll-out across UBC? 

Methods & Justification 

This research employed qualitative methods to investigate specific user experiences and barriers to 

uptake of the Friendlier cup-and-container pilot program. Insights gained through qualitative data 

collection and analysis were used to generate recommendations for improved user experience and uptake, 

and could inform the development of a future survey to capture campus-wide user experience. Three 

qualitative research methods were used for this project: participant observation, semi-structured 

interviews, and a focus group. 

This study was exploratory in nature, and had several key limitations in terms of time, sample size, 

and range of participants engaged. These limitations and their implications for future research are 

discussed in “Limitations and Areas for Future Research”, at the end of this report.  

Participant Observation 

Observation was used to gain an initial understanding of how Friendlier users on UBC campus 

interact with the service, and to inform the development of questions and discussion topics for the 
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interviews and focus group. Marshall and Rossman (2022) note that in the initial stages of qualitative 

research, observation is often most useful “for discovery” (p. 155) – i.e., for exploring areas of research 

interest, and identifying and examining “recurring patterns of behavior, interactions, and relationships” (p. 

155). As described in Sanchez-Janowski (2002), there are several potential methodological issues in 

participant observation that may affect the reliability and validity of field observations. We attempted to 

address these concerns by (a) taking clear, detailed field notes, (b) systematically comparing observations 

across multiple observers, (c) critically reflecting on our personal “filtering system”, and (d) avoiding 

making high-level inferences or generalizations based on point observations. 

Semi-structured Interviews 

We conducted seven primarily semi-structured interviews with a range of participants who had 

interacted with the Friendlier pilot: users of the service (e.g., students and staff), food staff at the NEST, 

and project partners (i.e., AMS staff). These interviews helped us gain a broad understanding of user 

experience and identify challenges with the service from different perspectives. The semi-structured 

approach allowed us to cover questions emerging from our literature review and field observations, as 

well as to investigate and capture specific perspectives and experiences of participants (Marshall & 

Rossman 2016, 75).  

We also conducted one ethnographic go-along interview, in which we accompanied the participant 

through the process of using the reusable cup and container system. The less structured ethnographic 

interview allowed for some new topics to emerge and deepen, amplified by drawing on cues from moving 

through using the service in real time to piece together aspects of the interviewee’s experience (Marshall 

& Rossman, 2016, 248). 
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Focus Group 

Following the interviews, we held a focus group with five users of the service5 to dig deeper into 

the key challenges associated with user experience emerging from the semi-structured interviews and to 

collaboratively develop recommendations to improve a reusable cup-and-container service. The focus 

group included a drawing activity (Lipmanowicz et al., 2015) combining storytelling with insights from 

non-verbal expression (Brailas, 2020; Gjessing et al., 2023), a guided discussion, and an activity to 

encourage co-learning and engage more reflective participants (Colucci, 2007). The focus group format 

was more socially oriented than one-on-one interviews, which allowed for greater learning from and 

between participants (Marshall and Rossman, 2022).  

Research Site, Participants, and Recruitment Strategy 

The research was conducted at the University of British Columbia, Vancouver campus. Data 

collection took place at various places across campus, including locations where Friendlier has been 

implemented (the NEST, Blue Chip cafe, Harvest + Hero, Da Bao), and the Aquatic Ecosystems Research 

Lab (interview location). Some interviews were also conducted virtually over Zoom.   

Interview and focus group participants were recruited primarily through mutual networks within 

the IRES, GP+S, and UBC student body, as well as through the SEEDS Sustainability Program network 

and AMS staff network. Participants were a mix of graduate students, undergraduate students, and UBC 

staff or faculty. Incentives to encourage participation included offering to buy a participant coffee if they 

hadn’t yet used the Friendlier service, and offering a shared dinner for focus group participants.  

 

Analysis of Data 

The focus group and all interviews except the ethnographic go-along interview were audio-

recorded and transcribed. Iteratively throughout data collection, we conducted an inductive thematic 

 
5 One of the focus group participants had also been interviewed as part of the research effort; all other 

participants were new.  
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analysis of all transcripts and field notes to identify preliminary themes and findings. We initially did this 

exercise individually, then confirmed our emerging themes through peer-to-peer review. We pulled out 

key quotes from our participants that represented either common sentiments among research participants, 

or a unique perspective that we felt was worth highlighting. Finally, we contextualized these findings with 

our preliminary literature review, and sought out additional literature related to new emerging topics as 

needed. We triangulated our findings across our three qualitative methods and existing literature, and 

iteratively returned to conduct more field observations when new questions emerged from the interviews 

or focus groups.  

 

Findings and Recommendations 

Over the course of the semi-structured interviews, focus group activities, and participant 

observation, three key themes emerged in relation to user experiences with the Friendlier Cup and 

Container Service: convenience and accessibility as a determinant of uptake, transparency with regards 

to the financial and (positive or negative) environmental impacts of using a reusables service, and the 

creation of communities of practice through environmental action initiatives, frequently cited in 

behavioural change and psychological approaches to environmental initiatives, as motivation for ongoing 

participation (Grilli and Curtis 2021; Wang and Katsev 1990). These themes find significant alignment 

and overlap with findings in the literature on reusables implementation and uptake. For instance, 

convenience across the literature was cited as the most common determinant of successful 

implementation of reusable cup and container systems (Moussaoui et al., 2023; Palma, 2024). Similarly, 

transparency and access to information about the sustainability impacts of pro-environmental behaviours 

was often cited as a significant motivator for participants in reusables initiatives (Borg et. al 2020). 

Furthermore, research on reusables suggests that sustained engagement and motivation is a critical barrier 

for many participants in reusables programs (Moussaoui et al., 2023). 
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These themes emerged especially prominently across five areas of the Friendlier Reusable Cup and 

Container system: the physical infrastructures of the service; the digital infrastructure (i.e., mobile 

app); the communication about cup/container materials, the communication on sustainability; and 

the way users’ social values drive decision-making. 

Convenience - Physical Infrastructure 

Insight 1: The convenience and accessibility of the physical infrastructure of the Friendlier 

Reusable Cup and Container System such as return bins, containers, and cups had a significant impact on 

user experience and uptake.  

 In describing the reusable cup and container pilot service, convenience and ease navigating the 

physical return system was sometimes cited positively as a factor incentivizing uptake, with some users 

describing themselves as “pleasantly surprised at how [...] very easy [it was]”(P7) and the possibility to 

return the reusables to a central location without having to wash them as appreciated (P1) and  “very 

convenient” (P6). Furthermore, an account from a staff member with experience implementing Friendlier 

described the process of navigating delivery and disposal of the cups as “straightforward” and 

“convenient” (P5). Those who lived on campus and thus had more regular and convenient access to the 

return bin locations noted that this positively factored into their engagement with the system. However, 

several accounts of user experiences also described frustration, challenges, and barriers, notably citing the 

lack of available Friendlier service return bins on UBC campus, beyond the limited locations (Blue Chip, 

Da Bao, Hero|Harvest) where cups and containers are distributed. One participant described their 

experience: “I'll buy coffee, and walk around to wherever with my coffee” often ending up “not near 

where I bought the coffee, or near one of these return stations” (Focus Group Participant - henceforth 

FGP). Another noted that “It would be useful if there were more return bins” (P7). Another user echoed 

this experience, admitting that they “just threw it out” because they were “late for a class, and there was 

no return bin” (P1) while another admitted to recycling the cup as it was “right there and [...] so much 
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easier” (FGP). Some users even actively avoided the service because of the limited return bin 

availability.  

Working Hypothesis: Improving the convenience and accessibility of Friendlier’s physical 

infrastructure, specifically by expanding the range and number of return bins across campus would likely 

improve uptake, return rate, and sustained engagement with the service, addressing a significant barrier to 

action across reusables studies. A secondary suggestion would be to consider expanding the initiative 

(i.e., encouraging or incentivizing participation from all food and beverage providers on campus), so that 

return bins are more widely available across campus. 

 

Convenience - Digital Infrastructure 

Insight 2: The convenience and transparency of the digital infrastructure of the Friendlier 

Reusable Cup and Container System such as app sign up, deposit fee reimbursement process and options 

had a significant impact on user experience and sustained engagement. 

Across participant observation, interviews, and the focus group, the Friendlier app was 

consistently cited as a barrier to uptake, sustained engagement, and satisfaction with the service. One user 

noted that it was “kind of overcomplicated[...] I need to download the app and then need to scan a QR 

code and return it and wait for the money” (P2) while another described it as “kind of annoying” (P4) 

reflecting a broadly held opinion across the focus group and some interviews. Several users noted that 

they simply avoided signing up for the app altogether, forfeiting the deposit fee out of a mixture of 

convenience, confusion and frustration. Furthermore, several users noted that they were not aware of the 

Recommendation 1 

 Consider making Friendlier return bins more widely available across the UBC Vancouver campus. 

This could include working with Friendlier to implement non-cardboard return bins that can be placed 

outside, and/or incentivizing other food and beverage providers on campus to participate so that there 

are more return locations.  
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option to donate the deposit to charity, but that they would be willing to forfeit the fee6 to avoid using the 

app so long as they knew the fee was going to a charity rather than Friendlier, creating a sense of 

collective impact (FGP). For those who did sign up for the app, most felt that “[the sign-up process] 

wasn’t that bad” (P6).  Notably, the staff member familiar with Friendlier also cited the app as a key 

friction point, reflecting that many users either are not aware of the app or do not want to download it and 

sign up. Similarly, graduate students interviewed almost unanimously cited the use of an app as a 

significant barrier to uptake. This finding is aligned with the somewhat counter-intuitive insight from a 

recent survey (cf. Forbes, 2021) that 18-24 year olds - a significant proportion of the UBC user base - are 

the age group most likely to experience frustration with mandatory app downloads.  

Working Hypothesis: Alleviating the (in)convenience of using the Friendlier mobile app and 

using the deposit as a way to create a shared sense of community through donations inform our key 

suggestions. Eliminating the necessity for the app on the user end could address this barrier to uptake. 

Friendlier does offer a Deposit-Included Model in which businesses (i.e., UBC) covers the deposit cost 

instead of the user, eliminating the need for the mobile app (Friendlier, 2025). This option has the 

potential to create a more streamlined experience for the user, but it should be noted that the cost of 

unreturned containers (i.e., the forfeited deposit) would then fall on UBC, rather than on the individual 

user.  Another option would be to implement an option for an “offline” refund - e.g., offering refunds in 

cash, or offering an equivalent discount on the user’s next purchase. The reCup system, implemented city-

wide across Germany, uses this cash refund model (reCup, 2025).7  

 
6 It should be noted, according to SEEDS, Friendlier states that they use deposit fees for unreturned cups 

and containers to cover the cost of having to produce new ones (personal communication, December 2025). 
7 One consideration for implementing a cash-based model is that the deposit should be a round number 

(e.g., a loonie or toonie). 
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Transparency - Cup and Container Materials 

Insight 3: Uncertainty regarding the quality of materials used in Friendlier cups and containers 

and the hygiene and cleaning procedures, and the environmental implications of both factors on 

individual and community health, significantly shaped user perceptions of the Friendlier system. This 

suggests that Friendlier should provide more transparent information about their practices to improve user 

perceptions and sustain engagement8. 

Describing their impressions of the Friendlier cups and containers themselves, some users noted 

they were “fine” (P2) and a “good replacement for your regular kind of paper cup” (P7), highlighting 

the utility of the lid. Some users also “like the color blue [of the cups]” (P1, P6) and felt that it 

“matches” (P7) the initiative. However, for many users the materials of the cups and containers raised 

concerns and potentially hindered their likelihood to engage with the service. Concerns included: “I'm 

kind of concerned about microplastics, with it being a plastic cup” (P4), and “Drinking [hot liquid] out of 

like an actual plastic, like hard plastic shell and like this just feels like it's leaching [...] it looks cheap and 

disposable [...] (FGP). Another user noted that “If I’m going to be reusing something I would want it to 

be less flimsy [...] glass or at least thicker plastic” (P3). In fact, most users simply “don't want to have it 

[coffee] in a plastic cup” (P6) with several participants noting that this actually incentivized them to 

“bring my own cup” (P6) or “just use my Yeti mug” (P4). During the focus group, participants raised 

questions about the quality and sustainability of the cups and containers given that Friendlier’s website 

 
8 Information available according to Friendlier’s website: cups and containers are washed in a “high-

temperature dishwasher rated to kill 99.999% of bacteria and viruses”; cups and containers are BPA-free, PFAS-free 

and microwave safe.  

Recommendation 2 

 Consider facilitating an option that doesn’t require the use of an app to participate. This could include 

using Friendlier’s Deposit-Included Model, or considering other services that offer options such as a 

cash refund, discount on next purchase with cup/container return, or automatic donation to charity if a 

cup/container is returned without having been scanned or claimed by the user.  
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notes that cups are reusable up to 100 times and then recycled. They questioned whether the plastic used 

in the cups was actually more sustainable than paper cups given the limited number of safe reuses “I 

associate that [plastic cups] with something that's like low quality and just bad for the environment, 

because it looks so plasticky” (FGP). Several focus group participants demonstrated willingness or even 

preference to pay a larger deposit to access a service that used metal or other non-plastic and thus was 

perceived as more sustainable. Meanwhile, other participants noted that given the limited reuses “maybe 

if they publicized how they cleaned them more, that would be really cool.” (Participant 4). Another 

participant echoed this, also noting they felt the entire lifecycle of the cup should be considered in any 

sort of analysis. “What kind of facility is it [cleaned in]? Is it just, like, another industrial type of, like, 

industrial cleaning station or whatnot?[...] what kind of detergent do they use? [...] is it helping to reduce 

emissions overall?[...] water is also a resource?” (P6). This participant’s framing reflects the widely held 

desire of users in this study for environmental initiatives to take a holistic perspective of sustainability to 

address the myriad ways eco-systems and thus community health can be affected by waste (i.e water 

pollution from detergents in dishwashers), rather than just considering single indicators like landfill. From 

the staff perspective, being able to outsource the cleaning to Friendlier was described as “very 

convenient” (P5). 

Working Hypothesis: Improving transparency with regards to the quality of the materials and 

their handling at all stages including when they are washed and (eventually) recycled could generate user 

confidence in the service and improve sustained engagement. Expanding the availability and accessibility 

of information about the cup and container materials and cleaning service could include prominent 

labelling of the cups and containers as BPA and PFAS-free and explanations of what those markers entail. 

This finding is supported by literature that suggests usability, hygiene, and clear understandings of 

impacts are important to the success of reusable programs (Miao et al. 2023). Another option that 

appealed to many participants was to move away from a reusables service that uses plastic cups. This 

would address concerns regarding the health impacts of the materials while also eliminating the 

production of plastics that have limited reusability.  
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Transparency, Sustainability – Communication and Marketing 

Insight 4: Accessibility of information and communication about the Friendlier system, including 

sustainability metrics detailing the environmental impact of participating in the service and service 

operation instructions, could have a significant impact on users’ uptake, understanding and engagement 

with the program9.  

Participant observation, interviews and the focus group revealed confusion and uncertainty on 

how to navigate the system. For instance, participant observation at Blue Chip, Hero|Harvest, and Da Bao 

found that informational signage varied in volume and by location and was mostly focused on how 

participants could “get $$$ back” or “stop plastic pollution”, rather than explaining the Friendlier process 

or providing specific information on sustainability outcomes.  

In interviews, participants described confusion about how to navigate the service. “[I was] 

vaguely [aware of the deposit fee]. It's not super clear [...] at least the places I went, what the actual 

deposit fee was[...]” (P1). For several users this stemmed from a lack of communication and “overall, 

there was basically, little to no promotion” (P6). Promotion of the service, both in terms of initial uptake 

and its sustainability benefits, was widely cited as a key barrier by participants. Furthermore, a participant 

familiar with Friendlier revealed that Friendlier told them they, the customer “should be doing the 

promotion [...] the fact that [Friendlier] haven't even, like, hired someone to do a promotion says a lot” 

(P6). The absence of promotional materials appeared to extend to information about the environmental 

benefits of participating in the service, with the focus group discussion repeatedly noting “The whole 

 
9 Friendlier’s website states that cups and containers are locally made, reusable up to 100 times and 

recycled at the end of life.  

Recommendation 3 

 In the short term, work with Friendlier to provide more information on the materials used in Friendlier 

products, and in the cleaning service. In the longer term, consider reusable services that offer products 

made with non-plastic materials, such as metal.  
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point of this is to be sustainable. And I still [...] have no idea if they are sustainable, like, in any way.” 

(FGP). In reviewing the Friendlier app and website, information about the sustainability impacts of the 

service were relatively limited. Friendlier provides some metrics on their website, claiming that they had 

saved 606 human lifetimes of water supplies or 51,25510 turtles saved from plastic but they do not provide 

any comparables or supporting evidence for these claims, nor do they provide information or metrics 

about specific locations, such as UBC (Friendlier, 2025).  This left users feeling that “none of it [the 

service] is tied to the environmental stuff [...] all just about getting money back” (FGP). Users wanted 

more information about how the cups were produced and how they were recycled “what happens in the 

process, like, the life cycle, yeah, of the cup. Like, where do they go?” (FGP). 

Working Hypothesis: Improving transparency about the operational process of participating in 

the program through active promotional campaigns that invite engagement and participation could 

significantly improve uptake. Specifically, providing more information about the environmental impacts 

of the program could improve user confidence and sustained engagement. This also aligns with the 

literature which suggests that participants who understand the impact of their actions are more likely to 

stay engaged (Borg et. al 2020; Moussaoui et al., 2023).  

 

Impact & Building a Sense of Community – User Values & Behaviour 

Insight 5: Users pointed out that social and environmental impact are meaningful factors 

influencing the choices they make, particularly when they can take place in the context of a community 

such as UBC. 

 
10 As of December 16th, 2025 (see:https://www.friendlier.com/who-are-we) 

Recommendation 4 

Develop informational materials to better communicate the sustainability impact of reusable cup-and-

container systems, and Friendlier specifically. Consider developing simple metrics to educate users 

(e.g., “x fewer single use cups sent to landfill from UBC this year”).  

https://www.friendlier.com/who-are-we
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Across our conversations and interactions with users, there was largely a positive relationship 

described by users with sustainable practices and wanting to align with them where possible, but being 

aware of the limits in impact that they themselves have as individuals on their own. Several users also 

indicated that their values impacted their decision-making on aspects such as making or claiming the 

deposit on cups and containers, or how much they might put in extra effort towards sustainable outcomes. 

Reflecting the sentiments of several users we spoke to, one user shared, “if I could just give the 20 cents 

straight to charity, [...] to my brain that feels more [whereas] the same amount of money into my bank 

account makes no difference” (FGP). One user related the significance of communicating impact as part 

of a shared endeavor when describing their experience encountering the return bins: “[All it said was] this 

was the point to drop in reusables and get your money back. It seemed a little bit detached from 

everything that it could actually mean[...] [such as] 1000 reusable cups have been used, which means 

[...] species saved is this much, [...] waste [diverted from] the oceans is this much... ”(FGP). Another user 

agreed that they are “skeptical of sustainability initiatives that don’t build community”, and that when 

participating in a reusables service, they want to “... feel like I’m part of something” (P6). Building on this 

was the energy around sustainability on campus that some users noted, including one who shared, 

“there's a lot of emphasis on [sustainability] on campus, I think there's a lot of people doing a lot of 

really good work [in this space]” (P7). This desire for community was reflected in what some users 

vocalized regarding the cups and containers themselves, namely suggesting that they be designed in a way 

that either reinforces the shared mission of sustainability, and/or displays UBC student art (P3) or UBC-

related visuals (FGP). For instance, a popular suggestion throughout interviews and focus groups was the 

adoption of an approach analogous to the German reCup program (see: Insight 2). This reusables program 

displays the city’s skyline on their reusable cups which focus group participants reflected would 

incentivize them to participate in the service because it creates a sense of community (reCup, 2025). 

Working Hypothesis:  Seeking to build on UBC’s identity as a community in developing 

sustainability and impact campaigns both marketing and branding holds the potential to organically 

increase uptake and sustained engagement in the reusable system. As seen in environmental behavioral 
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change literature, communities of practice can help establish strong social norms and pressure that lead to 

more pro-environmental behaviours (Grilli and Curtis 2021; Wang and Katsev 1990). Thus, sustainable 

packaging initiatives at UBC should actively seek to create communities of practice that can help 

establish the shared norm of using reusables over single use cups.   

 

Limitations and Areas for Future Research 

There were several key limitations to this study which affect the range and context of validity to 

the findings we shared above. Firstly, time constraints in the research process affected the depth of the 

research, including the number of interviews we were able to conduct. Secondly, our recruitment strategy, 

which relied on mutual networks at UBC, resulted in a sampling bias toward graduate students over 

undergraduate students, and toward students who were more knowledgeable and critically engaged about 

sustainability initiatives (as our networks include students in sustainability oriented fields of study). These 

factors limit the representational generalizability of our findings (Lewis and Ritchie, 2003); instead, we 

consider these findings to be working hypotheses, which should inform future research about user 

attitudes toward reusable systems on campus.  As such, the value of this study should first and foremost 

be considered as exploratory towards subsequent research, which could include: 

● A quantitative survey reaching a broader cross-section of users on campus: Qualitative research 

can be very useful for identifying and developing questions and categories for quantitative data 

collection over larger sample sizes (Desai & Potter 2016). This early research has contributed to 

the identification of emerging themes related to user experiences with the Friendlier reusable cup 

and container pilot on campus. However, due to the sampling bias toward graduate students who 

have critically engaged with sustainability issues on campus, a useful next step would be to 

Recommendation 5 

 In the longer term, consider reusable services and product designs that help users feel connected to 

their community. Options include cups and containers decorated with local or student art, or 

promotional materials that reference sustainability and climate leadership in Vancouver. 
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develop a quantitative survey aimed at the broader population of UBC students and staff, 

inclusive of undergraduates, to better understand the transferability of these findings to the 

broader UBC community.  

● Health concerns related to cup and container materials: There is a growing discourse about 

potential health risks related to plastic products, microplastics, and plastic leaching in Canada and 

around the world (Environment and Climate Change Canada, 2025; Janzik et al., 2024). In 2025, 

a public opinion survey on plastic waste and pollution in Canada identified human health as the 

top policy priority for Canadians (Environment and Climate Change Canada, 2025). While 

Friendlier advertises its products as “BPA-free, PFAs-free, [and] microwave-safe” (Friendlier, 

2025), a growing body of research suggests that even microwave-safe plastics are made with 

various toxic compounds, including polypropylene, polyethylene, and silicone, which can leach 

harmful chemicals into food (Narad et al., 2025). Future research should more deeply explore 

potential health risks related to the use of plastic take-out containers, especially for hot food and 

drink. We further recommend that UBC endeavor to make health-related requirements explicit in 

the process of deciding future contracts and projects for campus (soliciting required expertise, as 

needed).  

● “Real” sustainability outcomes that consider full life cycle assessment: Our findings suggest that 

some Friendlier users on campus, especially those that are informed about sustainability 

initiatives, feel a degree of skepticism as to whether this service can truly be considered an 

improvement over single use containers, given the containers’ production impact, the energy and 

carbon costs associated with the cleaning service, and the relatively low cup and container return 

rate on UBC’s campus (UBC Alma Mater Society, 2025). Future research should explore the 

sustainability of this service from a full life cycle assessment perspective, either in partnership 

with Friendlier or independently.  
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Conclusion 

This exploratory research study into user experiences and attitudes related to the Friendlier 

reusable cup-and-container system provides some early insights into the strengths, friction points, and 

barriers associated with the pilot project launched this year at UBC’s Vancouver campus. Our findings 

suggest that while the Friendlier program has the potential to align strongly with UBC’s broader 

sustainability commitments, several interconnected barriers currently limit its effectiveness, perception 

among users, and long-term user engagement. Among the users we engaged, many emphasized 

convenience — particularly the availability of return bins and the usability of the app — as an important 

determinant of uptake, echoing evidence from the broader literature on reusable systems in Canada and 

globally. Concerns about the quality of the products’ materials, criticism of the lack of information about 

the product’s life cycle, and skepticism about the true sustainability impacts of the system suggest that the 

pilot project could benefit from clearer communication and greater transparency from both Friendlier and 

campus partners. Further, some users expressed a desire to participate in sustainability initiatives that feel 

meaningful, community-oriented, and aligned with UBC and Vancouver’s identity. Particularly, within 

the focus groups users were able to share experiences, envision and co-construct recommendations that 

would lead them to engage in sustainability initiatives. This suggests student (potential user) focus groups 

could be a valuable addition to future decision-making on environmental initiatives given that these will 

likely rely on student buy-in. This aligns with literature that supports the use of focus groups as valuable 

spaces for researcher and participant learning (Marshall and Rossman, 2022). Together, these findings 

suggest that improving physical and digital infrastructure, strengthening communication around 

environmental impacts, and leveraging community values may enhance user experience and support a 

more successful campus-wide rollout. Due to limitations in the scope of this research, the findings in this 

report should not be considered to be generalizable across the UBC community. Nevertheless, this 

research presents a suite of early working hypotheses to support AMS and the SEEDS Sustainability 

program in thinking about the future of a reusable system at UBC.  
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Appendix 1 - Interview Guide 

Friendlier Assessment of User Experience 

Interview Guide 

October, 2025 

 Interviewers / note-takers 

Elan Failing 

Tariq Harney 

Na’im Zerbes 

 

Interview Objectives 

● Gain broad understanding of user experiences with Friendlier on the UBC Vancouver campus 

●  Identify challenges with service from different perspectives 

Interview Questions 

General Questions (for all participants) 

1. Background 

a. Who are you in relation to this study? (e.g., new student to UBC, returning student, staff) 

b. Were you aware of the Friendlier service prior to participating in this study? (e.g., used it 

before, seen others using it) 

c. What are your initial thoughts on UBC’s reusable cup and container system? Can you 

walk me through your first / most recent experience using the system? 

d. Have you used a reusable cup or container system elsewhere (e.g., at a different school)? 

What were the differences in the service? E.g., financial incentives, deposit fee, cleaning 

service, materials used 
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2. Convenience and usability 

a. What was your experience in signing up for the app? What did you like/not like about it? 

b. What do you like or not like about the cup and/or food container? (e.g., does it keep food 

and drink cold/hot, how well does the lid work, etc.) 

c. How easy was it to find a return bin on campus? How long did you tend to keep the 

cup/container before you returned it? 

d. How long did it take to receive your refund? 

 

3. Deposit system and financial considerations 

a. Were you aware of the deposit fee when you purchased your item? 

b. How do you feel about paying the extra fee for reusable containers? 

 

4. Hygiene and health 

a. This system includes a cleaning service so that you can just leave your dirty container in 

a return bin. How do you feel about this in terms of convenience? In terms of hygiene?  

b. How do you feel about the materials used for the containers from a health perspective? 

 

5. Motivations and attitudes about sustainability 
a. What are the primary factors influencing your choice of container for takeout food and 

beverage? What is most important to you and why?  

b. Do you think it is important to practice environmentally friendly behaviours (e.g. 

avoiding single use containers, recycling etc.)? 

c. How knowledgeable do you feel about sustainability issues and initiatives on campus? 

  

Additional questions (for staff members involved in selecting and implementing the Friendlier service) 

1. IF involved in day-to-day operation of the service: 

a. What is your view of the operation of the Friendlier cup/container service?  

b. Can you walk me through the implementation process of the Friendlier service? 

c. What is your experience of working with the Friendlier cups/containers when carrying 

out café services? 

d. What is a strength and what (if any) friction points have you experienced in the delivery? 

e. Have you heard any feedback from students or other staff so far? 

 

2. IF involved in the selection of Friendlier or rollout of the pilot: 

a. What about the Friendlier service was attractive as compared to other models? 

b. What were the factors that led you to consider a reusable cup program? 
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Appendix 2 - Focus Group Guide 

Friendlier Assessment of User Experience 

Focus Group 

25 November, 2025 

3353 Heather St, Vancouver 

Attendees 

● Elan Failing - Facilitator 

● Na’im Zerbes - Notetaker 
● Tariq Harney – Observer 

● Focus Group Participants – 5 UBC graduate students 

 

Meeting Objectives 

● Share and discuss experiences related to using Friendlier on UBC campus 

● Develop a shared understanding of key strengths and friction points associated with the Friendlier 

service 

●  Collaboratively develop ideas and recommendations for improving a reusable cup service 

 

  



29 

 

Agenda 

6:00 pm Introductions and Background 

  -       Introductions (5 mins) 

-       Background on the project and what we’ve heard so far (5 mins) 

6:10 pm Initial Impressions + Drawing Activity 

  -       Guided drawing activity 

-       Share back with group 

6:25 pm Friendlier Strengths and Friction Points 

  Guiding questions: 

-       Barriers and enablers for using the service 

-       Navigating the system 

-       Hygiene and health 

-       Marketing, branding, aesthetics 

-       Thinking forward: expanding across UBC 

6:45 pm Recommendations – sticky note activity/dotmocracy 

  -       Developing recommendations (individual) 

-       Discussion – grouping according to themes 

-       Dotmocracy activity 

7:15 Closing Roundtable 

 

 

1. Introductions and Background (10 mins) 

● Go-around: introduce yourself (and what you do at UBC?) 

● Introduction to the project and what we’ve heard so far 

 

2. Initial Impressions of Friendlier - Drawing Activity (15 mins) 

●  Elan introduce activity and prompt 

● Individual drawing (5 mins) 

● Share back with group - why you drew what you drew, and other initial reflections on reusables at 

UBC 
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3. Friendlier Strengths and Friction Points (20 mins) 

●  Barriers and enablers: What kinds of things have affected when/how/how frequently you use 

Friendlier? What made you decide to use (or not use) it again? 

○ What influenced your decision at that moment? 

○ How did time, convenience, etc. play a role? 

○ What have you overheard from others? 

 

● Navigating the system: What has your experience been like navigating the app and the return 

system? 

○ What steps felt easy? 

○ What steps required effort or felt frustrating? 

 

● Health and/or Hygiene: What have your impressions been around hygiene or cleanliness when 

using the cups or containers? 

○ Has anything about cleanliness influenced your use? 

○ What about the composition of the cup/container (i.e., what it’s made of)? 

  

● Marketing, branding, and aesthetics: What kinds of marketing or aesthetic choices would 

influence your use of the Friendlier service? 

○ What kinds of education or messaging have you noticed about Friendlier on campus? 

○ What would make this feel clearer or more helpful? What helped and what didn’t? 

  

● Thinking forward: Imagine the Friendlier (or any reusable cup and container system) program 

being expanded across more UBC locations. How would you design that expansion so that it 

supports positive user experiences? 

○ What locations, return points, signage, or reminders would help? 

○ What role could incentives or feedback play? 

 

4. Developing Recommendations (25 mins) 

● Developing recommendations individually - write on stickies (5 mins) 

● Discussion (10 mins) 

○ Group recommendations according to themes 

○ Is there anything we’ve missed? 

● Dotmocracy activity - 5 stickies each (10 mins) 

 

5. Closing Roundtable - Chance to share any closing thoughts or anything you think we’ve missed 
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Appendix 3 - Consent Form 

RES505: Class Project 

Ethics ID H23-02311 

  

Study Team: 

Principal Investigator:          

Dr. Leila Harris 

Professor, Institute for Resources, Environment and Sustainability, University of British Columbia 

lharris@ires.ubc.ca 

  

Co-Investigators: 

Tariq Harney 

Graduate Student, Institute for Resources, Environment and Sustainability, University of British 

Columbia 

tharney@student.ubc.ca 

  

Elan Failing 

Graduate Student, Institute for Resources, Environment and Sustainability, University of British 

Columbia 

efailing@student.ubc.ca 

  

Na’im Zerbes 

Graduate Student, Institute for Resources, Environment and Sustainability, University of British 

Columbia 

naim.zerbes@gmail.com 

  

Purpose of the Study: 

This project is a part of a qualitative methods course (RES 505) for graduate students at IRES to gain 

knowledge and experience with qualitative methods. The project  will provide insights into the user 

experiences with the Friendlier Cup Pilot Project. By conducting, investigating and analyzing user 

experiences with the Friendlier Cup Pilot Project, the research aims to understand what parts of the 

project are appealing to users, what are barriers to uptake, levels of awareness around the environmental 

impacts of paper cup usage, and what could be done to improve the project. This research will contribute 

to fostering more sustainable consumer practices on campus that does not negatively impact user 

experience, aligning with the goals set out in UBC’s Climate Action Plan 2030 and Climate Emergency 

Declaration. 

  

Study Procedures: 

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be participating in an interview of no more than 30 

minutes and/or a focus group of no more than 60 minutes. If in-person, we also would like for you to 

know that all interviewers are fully vaccinated and will be wearing masks for the duration of the 

consultation. If you should feel uncomfortable participating in an in-person event at any time, you are 

welcome to leave at any point.  
  

If online, the [focus group/interview] will take place via Zoom. When using Zoom, you should login 

using only a nickname, substitute name or research code given ahead of time by the researcher.  You can 
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turn off your camera and mute your microphone if it is not needed. You are welcome to not answer any 

questions, or end the interview at any time. 

  

We will ask you questions about user experience of the Friendlier Cup service regarding successes of the 

service, barriers to uptake, and potential improvements you would recommend in your capacity as a UBC 

staff member or student. 

As a part of this study, you will be audio-recorded to ensure that we accurately record your responses to 

the questions and discussion. You have the right to refuse being recorded. Only members of the study 

team will have access to these audio-recordings and information will be kept confidential. All audio-

recording will be transcribed and will remove identifying information. All audio-recording will be deleted 

once transcribed. 

Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary and you may refuse to participate or withdraw (stop 

taking part) from this study at any time. Participants may withdraw their data from the study up until the 

submission of the final report on December 5th, 2025. Researchers will answer any questions participants 

should have prior to consent being requested 

  

Study Results: 

  

This information will be used to develop a report highlighting the research findings and recommendations 

which emphasize the primary benefits and barriers faced by UBC staff and students  with the Friendlier 

Cup Pilot Project and provide evidence-based recommendations to overcome these barriers. 

  

Participants are also invited to request a copy of the study. 

  

Potential Risks and Benefits of the Study:  

There are no significant risks in the study. Be advised that you do not need to answer questions that you 

do not want to answer or that make you feel uncomfortable, and you can withdraw from the study at any 

time.  

Issues of privacy and confidentiality are also present. [We cannot guarantee them due to there being 

multiple participants involved with focus groups. We encourage all participants to refrain from 

disclosing the contents of the discussion outside of the focus group; however, we cannot control 

what other participants do with the information discussed]. 

Participants may benefit from the participation in this research project by having an opportunity to share 

their experiences and discuss possibilities for improving their ability to engage with climate action at 

UBC with peers. They may also benefit from this research feeding into UBC policies and decision-

making around staff engagement with sustainability and climate action. 

Confidentiality:  

We will ensure your confidentiality by removing or altering any identifying information (including real 

names) from transcribed interviews if requested. The data will be stored on a password-protected and 

encrypted computer. The data will be maintained for 6 months after course completion and then it will be 

destroyed. Interview transcripts and consent forms will be stored by the student research team for the 

duration of the study.  

  

Contacts for Information about the Study:  

If you have any questions or desire further information with respect to this study, please feel free to email 

Dr. Leila Harris, the Primary Investigator, at lharris@ires.ubc.ca 
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If you have any concerns or complaints about your rights as a research participant and/or your 

experiences while participating in this study, contact the Research Participant Complaint Line in the UBC 

Office of Research Ethics at 604-822-8598, or if long distance email   

lharris@ires.ubc.ca. call toll free 1-877‐822‐8598.  

Participation:  

Your participation in this study is voluntary; you may decline to participate without penalty. You have the 

right to refuse to answer any question you choose. The research team is also available to answer any 

questions you may have throughout the research process. 

Consent: 

In completing this consent form, please send a signed copy to tharney@ubc.student.ca or sign in-

person. If signing electronically, print or save an e-copy for your records.  

I have read and understood the above information. I have received a copy of this form. I agree to 

participate in this study.  

Participant's signature____________________________Date ____________  

1. I agree that my contributions to the focus group can be audio-recorded. Yes ____ No _____  

2. Yes, I would like to receive a summary of the study’s results. Please send them to this email address  

_________________  
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Appendix 4 - Focus Group Outcomes 

Activity 1 – Drawing Together 
 

Storytelling and sharing experiences with Friendlier through non-verbal expression 

 

The purpose of the drawing activity was to elicit insights 

through non-verbal expression. We invited focus group 

participants to reflect on their experiences with 

Friendlier using the following prompt: Draw the story of 

your experience with the Friendlier reusable cup and 

container system at UBC. Participants were provided 

with a library of symbols that they could incorporate into 

their drawings to help express key aspects of their 

experience (e.g., support, change, friction). After five 

minutes of free drawing, participants shared their 

drawing and their insights with the rest of the group in a 

roundtable format.  
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Focus Group Participant Drawings 
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Activity 2 - Developing and Ranking Recommendations (Dotmocracy) 

Collaboratively developing and ranking recommendations to improve a reusable cup-and-container 

service across campus 

The purpose of the dotmocracy activity was to 

engage participants in developing, discussing, and 

ranking recommendations to improve a reusable cup-

and-container service across campus. We 

intentionally framed this question to be about any 
reusable service, not just Friendlier, to encourage 

participants to think outside the box and creatively 

imagine more sustainable futures for UBC campus. 

Participants were given five minutes to write down 

their top three recommendations on a sticky note and 

add them to a flip chart. Then, the group collectively 

grouped recommendations according to themes and 

added a few more recommendations to fill any gaps. 

Each participant was given 5 stickers and instructed 

to place them on the recommendations that were 

most important to them. Stickers could be placed 

anywhere – a participant could spread their votes 

across different recommendations, or place all five 

on one single recommendation.  
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Results of focus group recommendation and ranking exercise 

Implementing an app-free or cash option emerged as the highest priority for users in the focus 
group. Increasing the deposit fee was also supported by many participants, as a way to 

incentivise cup return and/or support a service that uses better quality materials. Increasing the 

availability of return bins was also highly supported. Other well-supported recommendations 
were to improve communications and information regarding the sustainability of the service, and 

improving the aesthetics or “feel” of the cups.  
 

 


