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Executive Summary

This research project investigates sustainable procurement by examining the influence of values on
purchasing practice, looking specifically at low-threshold purchases (< $3500) made by Student
Housing & Community Services (SHCS) staff at the University of British Columbia (UBC). While
SHCS currently follows a centralized procurement process for higher-threshold purchases (> $3500),
where a sustainable checklist is mandated for all purchases, this is not the case with low-threshold
purchases. Cheaper and low-threshold purchases are significant because they tend to be more
frequent, accumulate large amounts of material and waste, and cumulatively use a significant portion
of UBC'’s financial resources.

Much of the pre-existing literature regarding sustainable procurement is facilitated through formal
systems and centralized procurement strategies, creating a knowledge gap regarding low-threshold
purchasing in decentralized contexts. This research aims to address this gap in order to understand
how sustainability is implemented in everyday purchasing decisions, which can significantly impact
an organization’s environmental footprint.

This research utilizes a mixed-methods approach of both qualitative and quantitative data collection
strategies. Our qualitative analysis consisted of semi-structured interviews, while our quantitative
analysis was centred around Qualtrics surveys to investigate what factors influence SHCS staff
purchasing habits. In total, 22 surveys and 4 interviews were completed. The Qualtrics surveys asked
high-level questions used to identify the position of the participant, such as their role as a purchaser
and how frequently they make purchases. Surveys were made accessible to any SHCS staff who
make purchases in their role, regardless of their position. The individual interviews were conducted
with participants who had completed the survey, and they were asked more in-depth scenario
questions about their purchasing habits. Interviewees were asked questions regarding their
perception of sustainability and how they engaged with purchasing in their day-to-day lives. All
interviews conducted were coded for recurring themes, which helped develop our results and
recommendations.

Results revealed a recurrence of common themes across all participants' responses regarding
purchasing practice: cost, sustainability, trust, and responsibility. The participants mentioned these
themes in reference to their purchasing habits in the workplace, illustrating that these are the values
that have the most influence on their decision-making for purchasing. Based on results, the report’s
recommendations suggest that SHCS should implement mandatory training modules, including
workshops, focus groups, and Canvas courses, for new staff to build comprehensive knowledge and
practical decision-making skills surrounding sustainable procurement. Additionally, a Sustainability
Procurement Toolkit, comprising a standardized evaluation rubric and a database of sustainable
vendors and items, will streamline and quantify sustainable procurement for purchases under $3500.
Together, these two recommendations will shift sustainability towards a collective employee
responsibility, integrating sustainability goals into everyday operations within SHCS.
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Abbreviations and Key Terms

Abbreviations
SHCS - Student Housing and Community Services
UBC — The University of British Columbia

SEEDS - Social Ecological Economic Development Studies

Key Terms

Sustainability — Takes into consideration the protection of the environment through resource
efficiency, quality and durability, and minimizing waste through responsible production and
consumption.

Low-Threshold Purchases — Purchases of any items under $3500.

Zero Waste Action Plan: Towards a Circular Economy (also referred to as the 2030 Zero Waste
Plan) — UBC’s plan to reduce operational waste disposal by 50% by 2030 and progress towards
Zero-waste output as a community.

UBC Vancouver Climate Action Plan 2030 (also referred to as the Climate Action Plan 2030 or CAP
2030) - UBC’s plan to work towards net zero emissions for buildings and energy supply and
significantly reduce greenhouse gas emissions in the next 15 years.

Qualtrics - a cloud-based platform for conducting online surveys and managing customer, employee,
and product experiences.



Introduction & Background

The growing concern regarding environmental issues has prompted increased efforts across a
variety of sectors for a more sustainable system. UBC has created its very own officially documented
sustainability plans, such as the 2030 Zero Waste Plan, which aims to reduce operational waste
disposal by 50% (UBC, 2023). Other plans currently in existence include UBC’s Climate Action Plan
2030 as well as Sustainable Processing and Procurement documents, aimed at increasing
environmental efforts across the university. Because our research aims to investigate the parameters
that shape procurement choices, it can be beneficial to investigate how effective UBC’s current
guiding environmental documents are at influencing everyday purchasing practice and minimizing
unnecessary and wasteful consumption. Within Student Housing and Community Services (SHCS),
an organization that manages essential amenities for over 14,000 residents, including childcare,
dining, and housing, staff frequently make purchases under $3,500.

Due to the current decentralized nature, low-threshold purchases do not require significant oversight
and are not regulated to the same standard as purchases above $3500. With that in mind, this
project, working in partnership with SEEDS Sustainability Program and SHCS, aims to bridge the gap
between high-level policy and daily procurement practice. By analyzing current SHCS purchasing
habits, we aim to transform these decentralized transactions into actionable solutions. SHCS staff
are well-positioned to translate UBC’s sustainability awareness into tangible action, as many staff are
frequently involved in making purchases. Targeted shifts in SHCS purchasing behaviours could
contribute to meaningful transitional change and help influence progress across other departments of
the university. The introduction of clearer guidelines and regulations for low-threshold sustainable
procurement could further support this shift, leading to measurable reductions in waste, financial
spending, and a stronger institutional focus regarding everyday sustainability at UBC and other
universities.

Problem Statement

The primary problem lies with the high volume of procurement activities that occur under the $3,500
threshold, which are largely decentralized and operate with minimal oversight. With low-threshold
purchases, Student Housing and Community Services (SHCS) staff have a broad discretion in their
purchasing decisions, whether for catering, cleaning supplies, or furniture, so long as individual
transactions remain below the set amount. As a result, few formal expectations are guiding how
these purchases are made, including considerations such as consolidating deliveries, selecting
lower-impact products, or considering UBC sustainability goals.

This project focuses specifically on procurement practices with SHCS at UBC’s Vancouver Campus.
The issue is particularly relevant in the context of a changing climate, where purchasing decisions,
regardless of size, can collectively influence broader environmental outcomes. Rather than assuming
that environmental considerations are consistently prioritized, this research asks how and to what
extent they are integrated into everyday decision-making.

With this in mind, the project aims to better understand the parameters that are shaping current
procurement choices. Do staff prioritize low-impact options when available, or are factors such as
cost, durability, and urgency more influential? In practice, procurement inherently involves trade-offs;
factors such as timely delivery or product reliability may require less sustainable choices. By
examining individual perspectives alongside institutional expectations, such as management
pressures and UBC procurement guidelines, this project explores how competing priorities are
navigated in practice. Ultimately, it seeks to assess not only how environmental considerations are
weighed in decentralized procurement but whether they are meaningfully embedded in decision-
making at all or remain secondary to operational demands.



Literature Review

Introduction

The sustainable procurement guide jointly published by the United Nations Environment Programme
(UNEP), the United Nations Office for Project Services (UNOPS), and the International Labor
Organization (ILO) defines sustainable procurement as practices that “integrate requirements,
specifications and criteria that are compatible and in favour of the protection of the environment, of
social progress and in support of economic development, namely by seeking resource efficiency,
improving the quality of products and services and ultimately optimizing costs” (One Planet Network,
2019, p. 7). In the public sector, sustainable purchasing practices extend beyond cost efficiency or
economic profits to include environmental protection, human rights, diversity, philanthropy, and
safety, guided by the principles and promise of transparency and responsibility to the contributors or
taxpayers (Aditjandra & Zunder, 2018).

The UBC Student Housing and Community Services is a large public buyer with decentralized
procurement structures for purchases under $3500. As such, SHCS represents a critical site where
everyday low-threshold procurement decisions cumulatively shape and directly affect institutional
sustainability outcomes. Low-threshold goods account for a notable portion of UBC’s budget spent
on purchased material inflow and are not required to integrate sustainability considerations that
high-threshold goods (>$3500) are. Due to the decentralized structure and lack of sustainability
requirements, there is minimal data regarding how sustainability factors into individual purchasing
decisions for low-threshold goods.

UBC’s Zero Waste Action Plan: Towards a Circular Economy, states that UBC intends to reduce
waste from residences by 50% by 2030, which is described as “an aspirational target that will require
new solutions” (University of British Columbia [UBC], 2023, p. 11). To work towards this goal, UBC
aims to “[d]evelop and implement effective outreach and engagement initiatives for staff, residents,
and volunteers, to support achievement of the waste disposal target and foster a culture of everyday
sustainability” (p. 11). As part of this, goal #6 in the plan is to ensure that a minimum of 75% of
UBC'’s staff, faculty, and students are aware of the institution’s sustainability goals (p. 13). In the
context of UBC'’s priority to develop a circular economy, our research aims to investigate how values
and constraints shape the sustainability of procurement practices of UBC Student Housing staff
regarding low-threshold (<$3500) goods. This report will examine prominent themes in the relevant
literature and then discuss our intended methodology, highlighting our intentions of addressing
existing university concerns and goals.

The Circular Economy in the University Context

As the world currently faces several environmental issues that continue to worsen at the hands of the
linear economic system, the circular economy becomes increasingly attractive as an environmentally
friendly alternative (Bunea & Corbos, 2022). UBC'’s strategic priorities outlined in the Zero Waste
Action Plan 2030: Towards a Circular Economy largely focus on expanding circular economy
opportunities related to procurement and reuse (2024-25 Annual Sustainability Report, 2025). The
circular economy is unique from a linear economy because in a circular economy, “waste is
considered as another material flow that can be recirculated into the economy, instead of being sent
to the landfill” (Stephan et al. 2020, p. 1). A circular economy is designed to reduce waste by
minimizing the extraction of raw materials required to procure materials and introducing them to the
system (Valls-Val et al., 2024). In other words, the circular economy aims to reduce material inflows,
outflows, and overall energy usage.

UBC'’s economy can be a useful landscape to study how a circular economic system may similarly
represent a large population (Stephan et al., 2020). This makes it a critical testing site for society at
large, although a university economy possesses “a more limited scope and scale,” as opposed to



that of an industrial or production organization (Valls-Val et al., 2024, p. 2). Valls-Val et al. argue that
there is “a major research gap” regarding indicators of circularity within a university context that must
be addressed to improve the efficacy of the circular economy (p. 2). They also highlight that a lack of
knowledge of the implementation of the circular economy at the university level is due to its
differentiated context compared to a city, but simultaneously find this focus advantageous in its ability
to disseminate education on the importance of a circular economy and thus uphold this system.
Bunea and Corbos (2022) further emphasize that the circular economy is advantageous for reducing
consumption, cutting purchasing costs, and greenhouse gas emissions, although they accentuate the
prioritization of the quality of products to uphold this system. The university is an especially unique
location to implement a circular economy because of its focus on a specific population, which can be
advantageous for control testing but may be too specific to be accurately representative of a non-
university population (Valls-Val et al., 2024).

Individual Perceptions and Decision-Making

Sustainable procurement practices are highly subjective and shaped by individual perceptions, which
are influenced by personal background, professional role, and environmental context (Bhutto &
Shaikh, 2025; Etse et al., 2023; Leal Filho et al., 2019; Mansi & Pandey, 2016). Mansi and Pandey
(2016) bring attention to “who” of procurement, demonstrating that demographic characteristics such
as tenure, qualifications, positions, and gender predict engagement in sustainable purchasing
practice. This study highlights the strong value, experience, and expertise of the procurement officers
or individuals who can affect sustainability outcomes. Etse et al. (2023) further demonstrate that
when employees hold positive perceptions of their organization’s human resource and management
practices, they exhibit stronger commitment to sustainability and increased engagement in
environmentally responsible procurement. Moreover, procurement decisions extend beyond
environmental concerns to include ethical and social responsibilities such as labour conditions,
human rights, workplace safety, and equity (Etse et al., 2023). These findings suggest that
purchasing behaviours or habits are not solely driven by individual environmental values but are
socially embedded and reinforced through workplace norms and daily interactions with colleagues
and supervisors.

Organizational Structures and Leadership Influence

Beyond individual perceptions, organizational factors critically shape sustainable procurement
practices. Bhutto and Shaikh (2025) show that the influence of purchasing practices is from top
management support, transformational leadership, and interdepartmental collaboration. Notably, top
management support and transformational leadership have significant indirect effects on sustainable
procurement by shaping organizational habits and decision-making environments (Bhutto & Shaikh,
2025). Organizations with strong leadership commitment to sustainability see improvements in
overall performance and more consistent application of sustainable practices (Pinto, 2023). Revez et
al. (2023) illustrate in an Irish university context that green purchasing practices often follow a
gradual and transitional approach; however, transformation requires strong leadership, new technical
competencies such as life-cycle assessment, and improved monitoring systems to track sustainability
outcomes. However, sustainable procurement remains constrained by challenges such as limited
awareness, decentralized purchasing structures, time pressures, ambiguous definitions, and the
absence of mandatory guidelines. These barriers can inhibit habit formation and result in inconsistent
or poorly applied sustainability practices (Etse et al., 2023; Leal Filho et al., 2019). External
influences, including regulatory frameworks, supplier availability, customer expectations, and
institutional size, further complicated implementation (Bhutto & Shaikh, 2025; Leal Filho et al., 2019).



Greenwashing

Another area that could influence how purchasers make decisions is their ability to decipher
environmental information and labeling for a product or supplier. Greenwashing, which is defined as
“the act of misleading consumers regarding the environmental practices of organizations or the
environmental benefits of a product or service,” can significantly impact sustainable procurement
decisions (Delmas & Burbano, 2011, p. 64). Khan and Hinterhuber (2025) claim that the influence of
procurement officers affects many areas, such as supply chains, vendor relationships, and an
organization's overall environmental footprint. This indicates the possible prevalence of misleading
environmental claims, even among individuals with substantial exposure to sustainability expertise.
Consumers’ attention to environmental, social, and economic considerations assigns greater
importance to ecolabel information (Calderon-Monge et al., 2021), a dynamic that greenwashing
practices can exploit, ultimately distorting sustainable procurement decisions and undermining
sustainability efforts.

The Influence of Labelling on Purchasing Habits

The labelling of products can have a large influence on the consumer decision-making process. A
study comparing six labelling systems for cereal products found that all labels increased consumer
knowledge of the product and improved their decision-making ability between two similar products
(Gorski et al., 2018). This study found that labels displaying more information than a 3-star label
rating allowed participants to more accurately identify the product’s caloric content. While this study is
specifically regarding the influence of labelling cereal products, it highlights a greater notion that
labels influence consumer purchasing. Another study found similar results that nutrition labels
influence consumers’ perception of the health of the product, with almost twice as many individuals
accurately identifying calories of the labelled product vs unlabeled product (Roberto et al., 2012, p.
652). While nutrition labels are used to educate consumers on the nutritional value of a product, this
does not necessarily inspire healthier eating habits, as “Labels such as low-fat can lead to the
overconsumption of those products” (Roberto et al., 2012, p. 651). Although these studies are
specifically regarding food purchasing, their findings reveal how labels can be used as a persuasive
and deceptive device to influence procurement practices by marketing one product as ‘better’ than
the alternative (Gorski et al., 2018).

Increased knowledge from labelling demonstrates that purchasers can make better decisions when
they are fully informed of what they are purchasing. As Gorski et al. (2018) highlight, “it is most
important for consumers to be able to compare two products and determine which is healthier” (p.
15). This can have greater implications for addressing health-related issues such as obesity through
informative labelling, therefore demonstrating the importance of labels in informing purchasing
decisions even in other areas.

The Gap: Low-Threshold and Decentralized Purchasing

While these studies illustrate how leadership, expertise, and marketing decisions influence
purchasing practices, they largely include formal procurement systems and high-level strategies.
However, little is known about how sustainability is negotiated or implemented in everyday, low-
threshold (<$3500) purchasing decisions made by non-specialist staff in decentralized contexts. This
gap is crucial because such routine purchases under SHCS’s thresholds are frequent, dispersed
across multiple decision-makers, and cumulatively have significant impacts on sustainability
outcomes and waste reduction efforts.

Given SHCS'’s decentralized structure, this research examines how individual factors interact with
organizational factors and constraints in shaping everyday procurement choices. Specifically, we
seek to investigate which factors most significantly influence low-threshold purchasing decisions, and
how these factors operate differently in informal and decentralized contexts compared to the formal
procurement systems emphasized in existing literature. By focusing on the routine purchasing
practices of non-specialist procurement staff at both individual and organizational levels, our
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research will address the critical gap in understanding how institutional sustainability goals are
translated or implemented into the everyday decisions that determine an organization’s
environmental impact.

Research Methodology and Methods

Research Methodology

The overall methodology for this research was designed to examine the factors influencing
sustainable procurement decision-making among SHCS staff at UBC who make low-threshold
purchases under $3,500 per purchase. We used a mixed-methods approach to comprehensively
analyze our research question by combining both quantitative and qualitative data in order to explore
the complexities and nuances of our topic. Previous studies of sustainable procurement have used a
range of methods, including interviews (Young et al., 2015; Revez et al., 2023), surveys (Leal Filho et
al., 2019; Mansi & Pandey, 2016), focus groups (Young et al., 2015) and workshops (Revez et al.,
2023). SHCS is a large organization that oversees many people and activities, many facets of SHCS
face both inwards and outwards; therefore, we conducted research across the student housing staff
as a whole to get a good representation of how the organization operates.

In order to acquire quantitative data, we administered online surveys via Qualtrics to better
understand how our participants see purchasing. By asking various questions that catered to their
thoughts on sustainability, current practices at UBC, as well as their frequency of purchases, we
aimed to get a better sense of how staff in student housing consider making purchases. The
guestions themselves isolated variables of interest, such as the average cost of items or the
considerations participants take into account, which helped us quantify concepts related to our
project. In our survey, we utilized a style of branching logic to prevent survey fatigue.

To collect qualitative data, our team conducted semi-structured interviews to explore the “how” and
“‘why” behind our survey questions. This allowed us to go into more significant detail, as well as help
us understand participant experience in purchasing and how they see existing systems. In
conducting interviews, we narrowed our research’s focus by transitioning from general questions,
such as our survey questions, into more specific reflections that accentuate the data we already
gathered. We recorded these interviews and transcribed them (with our participants’ consent) to
ensure accuracy. We then used inductive coding to read through various transcripts to identify
recurring patterns, which allowed us to coordinate under themes and gather necessary data to come
to specific conclusions.

In addition to the SHCS staff that SEEDS helped to coordinate, we also looked to get involved with
several student-staff who work for SHCS, to get a wider perspective on sustainable considerations
when making small purchases. These include Residence Advisors (RAS), part-time student-staff who
work in residence to help put on programs and events while ensuring the residence is a safe space
for the residents who live there. An important part of the RA role is regularly hosting and facilitating
community-building events in the residence, which requires many low-threshold purchases.
Additionally, we spoke with individuals who work in the SHCS offices, facilities staff, and other roles
to get a broad sense of how they engage with sustainable procurement on a day-to-day basis.

In terms of ethical considerations in our research, confidentiality is our top priority. Every participant
willingly shared their opinions and thoughts, and we assured them the information would be kept
confidential. We protected participant identities on our surveys by making them completely
anonymous, hopefully allowing for freer expression and diversity of thought. In our interviews, we
ensured comfort by conducting interviews with a maximum of two interviewers rather than our whole
team. We also sent out consent forms that outlined our goals for the research, as well as any
important details, to ensure that the participants are aware of the implications. Our data was stored
on FIPPA-compliant software until destroyed after research was concluded.
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Research Methods

Data collection for this research began with a secondary review of literature to establish a conceptual
background on procurement systems. This included analyzing peer-reviewed journals and reports
related to sustainable procurement, circular economy frameworks, and purchasing practices. These
three academic areas guided our search through the UBC Library database, allowing us to identify
key patterns, debates, and gaps within existing research.

To collect quantitative data, we designed and administered a structured survey through Qualtrics
consisting of 23 questions in total. The survey was live from March 12, 2026, until April 10, 2026. We
ensured the survey would only be administered to people who make purchases in their role, by
asking it as a survey question with an automatic end to the survey if they answered “no.”

(Refer to Appendix B)

The survey aimed to capture how SHCS staff approach purchasing decisions, particularly those under
$3,500. Questions included a mix of multiple choice, ranking, sliders, and short answer formats, enabling us
to measure variables such as frequency of purchases, average spending, types of items procured, and
awareness of UBC sustainability goals. Additional questions explored how often participants consider
product life cycles, rely on eco-labels, and perceive barriers to making more sustainable choices. The
survey was distributed to SHCS staff through SEEDS contacts, direct outreach, and physical posters in
shared spaces. In total, we received 22 responses, which were analyzed using Qualtrics-generated tables
and supplementary visualizations.

For qualitative data, we conducted semi-structured interviews to further investigate the reasoning
behind survey responses. Interview participants were recruited through the survey, where
respondents could indicate their willingness to participate and provide contact information. 4
interviews total were conducted. While the interviews were guided by key questions aligned with the
survey, they remained flexible and conversational, allowing participants to reflect on real-life
purchasing scenarios. Questions explored topics such as workplace structures that support
sustainable purchasing, willingness to pay more for sustainable products, and how trade-offs
between cost, time, and sustainability influence decision-making. These discussions often evolved
into more detailed context-specific insights that extended to the initial survey findings.

All interviews were recorded and transcribed with participant consent to ensure accuracy in analysis.
We then applied an inductive coding approach, reviewing transcripts to identify recurring patterns
and meaningful language. This process involved selecting key phrases and grouping them into
thematic categories. Through this analysis, four dominant themes emerged across participants: cost,
sustainability, trust, and responsibility. Despite differences in roles and levels of purchasing
experience, these shared themes highlighted common considerations influencing procurement
decisions within SHCS.

The decision to use surveys and interviews as primary methods was intentional. Surveys allowed
participants to respond anonymously, reducing the likelihood of socially desirable answers and
encouraging more honest reflections on sustainability practices. Interviews, conducted individually
rather than in group settings, provided a space for deeper exploration without peer influence. We
chose not to use focus groups, as discussion around sustainability could have led participants to
adjust their responses based on how they wish to be perceived by others.
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Results

Demographics

A total of 22 individuals completed our survey, with 13 respondents identifying as women, 8 as men,
and 1 who preferred not to disclose. The average age was 31, with respondents ranging between the
ages of 20 and 51 years old. When asked what the main function of their role at SHCS was, 11
selected management, 7 were student employees, 2 were administrators, and 1 described their role
as ‘sub-head’ (see Appendix C).
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Purchase Types

Table 1: Most frequent types of items purchased. Participants selected their top three most frequently purchased
categories.

Food and Beverages 68% 13
Stationary 47% 9
Office Furniture 11% 2
Cleaning Supplies 26% 5
Residence ltems 47% 9
Printing Supplies 11% 2
Construction Items 16% 3
Other 21% 4

Participants were asked to select the three categories they made purchases for most frequently.
Table 1 shows the results, with Food & Beverages, Stationary, and Residence Items being the top
selections. In the optional text entry box, participants said they also purchased signage, posters, and
other print media; media services; media equipment such as photography and videography gear; and
gifts for graduating student staff. Figure 1 breaks down the purchase types by job function. In Figure
2, the most common reasons participants made purchases are shown, with 18% needing to upgrade
current items, 29% replacing worn out items, 32% for events, 18% restocking consumable supplies,
and 3% for other reasons.

14
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Figure 1: Purchase type by function of role. The choice count is displayed above each bar.
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Figure 2: Most common reasons for making purchases.

Purchasing Priorities

To determine how SHCS staff prioritize factors of purchasing decisions, they were asked to rank the
following in order of priority: Cost, Delivery Time, Sustainability of the Item, Brand Trust/Reputation,
Convenience / Ease of Use, and Durability of the Item. Cost was the top priority for 72% of
respondents, followed by delivery time (50%), and then sustainability of the item (39%). Sustainability
was most commonly ranked in the middle out of the six options, with 39% of respondents ranking it
as their third priority and 33% as their fourth priority. 11% ranked at 5th, and another 11% ranked as
their last priority out of all the options. See Figure 3 and Table 2.
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Figure 3: Ranking of priorities when making purchases. The top three choices are shown, with 13 people choosing

cost as their top priority, two people choosing cost as their second priority, and one person making it their third

priority.

Table 2: Percentage of participants who ranked each priority as their first, second, third, etc. choice.

Field 1
Cost 72%
Delivery time 1%
Sustainability of item 6%
Brand trust / reputation 0%
Convenience / ease of use 0%
Durability of item 1%

Sustainability Awareness

When asked, “Which of UBC’s sustainability goals and plans are you aware of?” 15 participants
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17%
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33%

responded. 14 out of 15 were aware of the Zero Waste Action Plan 2030, 13 of 15 were aware of the

Climate Action Plan 2030, and only 7 of 15 were aware of the Sustainable Purchasing &
Procurement guide available through the UBC Finance Portal. Participants were also asked how
often they considered UBC'’s sustainability goals in their everyday workflow; only 1 respondent said
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they considered sustainability goals in the majority of their work and decisions. 33.3% considered
them frequently, 44.3% considered them sometimes, and 16.7% didn’t consider them very often.
The survey asked to provide their own definition of sustainability based on their experiences at
SHCS. Some responses were:

“Sustainability is the idea that we
“Putting thoughts can achieve our operational goals
. with an environmentally
into the current aware/stewardship-focused

use and future mindset, instead of relying on
goods and services that are meant
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Figure 4: A word cloud generated from the text entry question asking participants to define what sustainability
means to them.

To better understand participants’ motivation for sustainable purchases, the survey asked if
sustainability was an important part of their personal life. 47% said ‘yes, definitely’, 47% responded
‘somewhat’, and 6% said ‘no, not really’.

When asked how often they consider the life cycle of a product when making purchases, 79% said
they did most of the time, 10.5% said some of the time, and 10.5% said not very often.

16% of participants almost always refer to eco-labels if available when making purchasing decisions,
53% of participants do so somewhat, 26% do so rarely, and 5% said they never do.



Barriers to Sustainable Purchasing

Figure 5 shows the percentage of participants who felt they faced each of the following barriers
when making sustainable purchases: Cost (35%), Time (22%), Performance Issues / Uncertainty
(17%), Uncertainty about Environmental Costs/Benefits (20%), Lack of Knowledge (4%), and Other
(2%). One respondent added that supplier quality and dependability was another barrier that
prevented them from making sustainable purchasing decisions.

17% 20%

@ Cost[35%] @ Time[22%] [ Performance issues / uncertainty [17%]

Uncertainty about the environmental costs / benefits [20%)] Lack of other knowledge [4%] Other [2%]

Figure 5: Percentage of participants who face each barrier to sustainable purchasing.

Supports for Sustainable Purchasing

Participants were asked what kinds of resources they thought would be helpful in supporting them to
make more sustainable purchases; their responses are shown in Figure 6. 78% felt that having
recommended brands and suppliers would be useful, 61% selected more budget, and 33% chose
more training. One participant who used the optional text entry suggested better alternatives in the
marketplace but noted that they may not yet exist. Another said it would be helpful to “continue
honest conversations about life cycle costs.”

More budget | 1
Training - | ©
Recommended prands I, -

and suppliers

More time to make
purchasing decisions - 2

other N 2

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14

@ Choice Count

Figure 6: Types of resources participants feel would support them in making more sustainable purchases.

Interview Results

A total of 4 interviews were completed during the research period. Through the coding process,
prominent themes that emerged were responsibility, cost, sustainability, priorities, and trust.
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Discussion

Analysis

Due to the small nature of our participant pool, our research cannot be used to confirm or challenge
the results of Mansi and Pandey’s (2016) work, which found demographic factors to be an indicator
of sustainable procurement. Likewise, our research did not specifically evaluate whether or not
participants had a positive perception of their organization in order to assess the applicability of the
research done by Etse et al. (2023), but did find individual instances where this was demonstrated.
One survey respondent highlighted a specific individual that they credited with opening their eyes to
the difference that small everyday choices can make. Another survey comment stated that,
“sustainability feels embedded in everything we do”, and an interviewee felt that their management
was in support of UBC’s Climate Action Plan 2030 and they were therefore supported in their own
sustainable decision-making.

Etse et al. (2023) also noted that sustainable purchasing practice involves more than just
environmental considerations but also social and ethical responsibilities. This was echoed in the
comments of one interviewee, who reflected on the relationship between UBC and Musqueam, and
how that impacted their understanding of sustainability. While not the focus of this project, future
research might consider how settler responsibility to Indigenous Peoples and lands plays a role in
their procurement decisions. Another participant included “social, economic and environmental
stewardship” as part of their personal definition of sustainability, which demonstrates the broader and
more nuanced view held by some of the SHCS staff.

How participants’ values shaped their decision-making process was most clearly illuminated during
the interview process. One interviewee mentioned a childhood experience that taught them about the
life cycle of an everyday item, and the implications of reuse rather than disposal. Another mentioned
that the urgency of addressing climate change and the role sustainable decision-making plays in that
is a key component of their personal motivations. In another interview, the respondent felt strongly
convicted by their fiscal obligations to spend their budget wisely and sustainably due to their prior
experience as a university student. Our research indicates that of the SHCS staff that participated,
both personal motivation and institutional leadership and employment atmosphere play a role in
shaping the sustainability of procurement.

One area of our study that aligns strongly with the literature is that price and budgetary constraints
remain the leading factors in university procurement decisions. This was reflected in the survey
through questions about ranking priorities (see Fig. 9) and what kinds of support participants would
find helpful (Fig. 12). Trade-offs between cost and other factors, or budgetary limitations were topics
that all four interviewees discussed. However, among the interviewees, there was a willingness to
spend more on a purchase if the sustainability features were deemed to be worth it:

“...would we be willing to spend more money, in other words, have a reduced
financial sustainability for an increased environmental sustainability?

Absolutely.”
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To summarize, the key findings from our research are that although sustainability is often a factor in
purchasing decisions, cost and budget continue to be the primary constraint. SHCS research
participants felt that specific product and supplier recommendations, further training, and more
budget would be the most significant ways to better support their ability to make sustainable
purchases. A large number of respondents were aware of UBC’s sustainability goals through the
Zero Waste Action Plan 2030, Climate Action Plan 2030, and the Sustainable Purchasing &
Procurement guide available through the UBC Finance Portal. Personal responsibility and
institutional responsibility play a role in how participants make purchasing decisions. No correlations
were made between demographic factors and the level of engagement with sustainable
procurement.

Significance and Implications

Sustainable procurement is a growing priority for institutions like UBC, yet most existing research
focuses on large and formal procurement processes that involve significant structured decision-
making. This research project fills an important gap by examining something that has largely been
overlooked, which is the smaller, everyday purchasing decisions made by staff operating in
decentralized environments without mandatory sustainability guidelines.

The practical significance of this research starts with a high volume of low-threshold purchases
happening across SHCS. Because these purchases do not require formal sustainability checklists or
significant oversight, they represent an area where institutional sustainability goals can easily go
untracked. Our findings show that even when staff are personally motivated to make sustainable
choices, cost remains the dominant factor shaping their decisions. This tension between individual
sustainability values and real purchasing limitations, like budget constraints, is something that SHCS
leadership can directly act on. Our research findings indicate that staff are not indifferent or
uninterested in making sustainable decisions, but they lack some of the needed tools, guidance, and
resources to consistently prioritize them in their day-to-day purchasing.

Furthermore, we found that multiple interviewees would choose a more sustainable product even if
it cost a little bit more. This indicates that a small shift in budget allocation or approval thresholds
could unlock significantly more sustainable purchasing behaviour across organizations such as
SHCS. Third, because the majority of purchases are made for events (32%) and replace worn-out
items (29%), these are clear and recurring opportunities to introduce sustainable defaults.
Establishing preferred sustainable options for these high-frequency purchase categories would
normalize sustainable procurement without requiring staff to rethink every individual decision from
scratch.

In relation to the broader scholarly literature, this research contributes to ongoing conversations
about sustainable procurement in decentralized, non-specialist contexts. Much of the existing
literature examines high-level procurement strategies or draws from industries with formal
procurement departments and dedicated sustainability staff. Very little attention has been paid to
staff who make purchases as only one part of a much broader job, without specialized training in
procurement or environmental assessment. Our study begins to address that gap specifically within a
university setting, emphasizing the work that calls for more research on sustainable purchasing
practices at the institutional level.

The results also support and extend findings from scholars like Etse et al. (2023) and Bhutto and
Shaikh (2025), who highlight how organizational structures and leadership attitudes shape individual
procurement behaviour. Our data shows that when staff feel supported by management and
connected to UBC’s broader sustainability mission, they are more likely to make environmentally
conscious decisions, even under budget pressure. SHCS must deliver the culture of support from top
down, given the sustainability commitments already embedded across the university.
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Future Directions

While the findings provide a meaningful foundation for understanding how SHCS staff navigate low-
threshold procurement decisions, a number of questions remain unresolved and require deeper
investigation. One of the most pressing opportunities for future research lies in expanding the sample
size and demographic scope of the study. With only 23 survey respondents and 4 interviews, the
current dataset offers a limited picture of procurement culture across SHCS. Future research should
aim to engage a significantly larger proportion of SHCS’s 1900-plus (UBC Student Housing and
Community Services, n.d.) staff, and should seek more balanced representation across job functions,
tenure lengths, and departments. A broader sample would allow researchers to more confidently
identify patterns in how sustainability is weighted across different roles, and whether certain staff
segments are more or less likely to integrate environmental or sustainable considerations into their
purchasing decisions at work.

Moreover, longitudinal research also represents a significant gap. This study captured a single
snhapshot of staff attitudes and behaviours; however, procurement culture is not static. As UBC
continues to roll out sustainability commitments under its 2030 plans, tracking how staff awareness
and behaviour evolve over time would provide far more actionable data for institutional planning. A
follow-up study conducted after the implementation of any training modules or procurement toolkits
would be valuable in assessing whether these interventions produce a positive impact on purchasing
habits amongst staff at SHCS.

The question of greenwashing also deserves greater attention in future work. Although the literature
review identified greenwashing as a significant challenge in sustainable procurement, this study has
not examined how SHCS staff evaluate environmental claims made by suppliers in depth. Future
research could investigate staff capacity to identify misleading product labelling, and whether
targeted training improves their ability to do so. For instance, the Green Detective (UBC Student
Housing and Community Services, n.d.) workshop concept could be studied as an intervention.
Another area that surfaced but remained underexplored is the role of student staff, particularly
Residence Advisors, in shaping procurement culture. Given that RAs make frequent low-threshold
purchases and occupy a unigue position between student and staff identities, their relationship to
institutional sustainability goals may differ from full-time employees like facilities coordinators or
managers. A study focused specifically on student staff purchasing behavior could suggest how their
environmental values translate more directly into purchasing purchases, and what supports or
barriers shape that relationship.

Future research could also explore the supply side of procurement. This study focused exclusively on
the demand side of purchasing decisions, but understanding which sustainable vendors already
serve UBC and what gaps or barriers exist in the local supplier market would complement the
findings considerably. Research on suppliers could help refine the proposed sustainability database
and ensure that any recommended vendor or brand lists are both practical and sustainable.

To sum up, these directions would help improve the preliminary results gathered here into a
comprehensive and actionable sustainability procurement strategy for SHCS.

Research & Data Limitations

One of the biggest limitations of this study is the small sample size. A total of 23 participants partially
or fully completed the survey, and 4 interviews were conducted. This limitation was in part due to the
scope of the research question as it is only concerned with one category of purchases made by
those in one organization within UBC. We were not aware of the total size of the target participant
pool while conducting the survey and interviews and were not able to judge if the research was a
representative size, therefore representative claims cannot be made from the results.

A second consideration is that because our participants were SHCS employees, we likely hear from
people who are already sustainability-aware and may already have genuine interest in the subject
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due to the atmosphere and policies already established by UBC. This may have biased our results in
the direction of showing more investment in sustainable decision-making that is reflective of the
SHCS organization as a whole. Thirdly, since 86% of our participants were either student employees
or held a management position, other perspectives from those in administration and coordination
were underrepresented. Altogether, this research represents a small sample size collected within a
short window of time from select groups of people and is not representative of the sustainability of
low-threshold purchasing practices made by everyone at SHCS.

Recommendations

Based on our results and analysis, there are clear pathways to implement future changes to
sustainable procurement practices. While changes will require significant effort, we hope that these
recommendations can help ground research in practice and give SHCS the necessary tools needed
to implement sustainable procurement strategies.

Mandatory Training Modules

Our first recommendation is launching a pilot mandatory training program for any new SHCS staff,
which would be implemented and integrated into the existing training modules that are already in
place. With approximately 1900 or more staff working at SHCS (UBC Student Housing and
Community Services, n.d.) there is a range of people who have been employed with the organization,
ranging from several months to decades. While recognizing that implementation of a new program
would take a significant amount of time, we emphasize that getting all new staff to begin the
additional training on sustainable procurement practice will allow for the program to slowly implement
across the organization, with the eventual target of having all employees complete it.

We suggest that the training be divided into several modules that take different forms; an individual
component as well as a group component should be required to complete the training. The first
module could be an online Canvas course that would emphasize the bulk of the content needed to
learn the basic functions of sustainable procurement. By focusing on important topics such as
sustainability at UBC and the circular economy, it would serve as a precursor to the focus groups and
workshops that would follow which would be tailored more specifically to the employee’s role at
SHCS.

The second module we recommend is a series of workshops and focus groups, to shift from theory to
culture and practice. This module is meant to identify and highlight the key friction points between the
sustainability goals and current practice for employees at SHCS, to eventually restructure
procurement practice. In this section, there would be a much deeper focus on SHCS and the unique
systems within the organization that have shaped its current practice and policy surrounding
sustainable procurement.

Below is a list of possible topics that could be included in the training course, as well as highlighted
throughout the workshops and focus groups. While we intend the training to be completed
individually to ensure that employees have the essential background knowledge, the focus groups
and workshops would ensure that all new employees are ready to engage with purchases in a
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sustainable manner. Given the similarity of workshops that already exist within UBC, we would
suggest that the number of workshops not be overwhelming and to integrate some real-life practice
and more “fun” activities into the mix. Some of the activities are more standard for workshops, such
as collective goal setting; however, we are recommending some more interactive ones, such as
“Green Detective” and “Green Choice Competition,” which are meant to be more fun initiatives meant
to drive engagement and participation, as well as provide a unique flair to normal workshop practice.

Green Detective

This is meant to be a fun activity that focuses on doing due diligence when making purchases and
ensuring that employees know how to identify greenwashing/fraudulent sustainability claims.
Throughout this activity, employees would get into teams and be provided with a few supplier profiles
that have poor sustainable practices. Acting as detectives, the team would use a checklist to
“interrogate” the data and determine the risks. Whichever team developed the most legitimate hidden
risks would be the winner.

Green Choices Competition

This is meant to break down choices made surrounding purchases and encourage good practice.
Employees would be divided into teams and asked to make a purchase under $3500, and then
advocate to a team of senior leadership or management about their justification for doing so, based
on factors of sustainable practices and content discussed previously throughout modules. The
winning team would be decided by the leadership team, with a possible reward being even having
this item fast-tracked to company-wide approval.

Sales Pitch from Suppliers

Given UBC and SHCS’s vast relationship network with various contractors and suppliers, this would
be an opportunity for current or potential UBC suppliers to pitch themselves as a sustainable option
to SHCS employees. This would allow these relationships between SHCS to develop a greater
sustainable lens to them and give employees a better sense of possible directions they could go
when making purchases.

Sustainability Procurement Toolkit

Our second recommendation takes the form of a sustainability procurement toolkit. As is the case
with purchases above $3500, evaluating procurement practices under $3500 would be incredibly
impactful on promoting sustainability. The toolkit itself would be standardized and help support SHCS
as it moves towards more sustainable spending. The toolkit contains two primary pillars:

1. The Sustainability Rubric
Serving as the main tool, this rubric will be used to support SHCS employee decision-making on
purchases. When an employee identifies a unique or specialized item/need, the rubric will provide a
standardized set of criteria, such as durability, energy efficiency, packaging, etc, to assist with
evaluating the purchase. By being able to quantify the underlying sustainable costs of an item, it
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helps develop procurement from simply being a financial transaction into one more aligned with the
sustainability goals of the organization.

2. The Sustainability Database
The sustainability database will provide a curated and vetted list of vendors and products that have
already been validated by high sustainability standards based on previous purchases made by
SHCS. By positioning these items at the forefront, the easiest choices will be the most sustainable;
this removes the research and additional time burden from the busy schedule of employees.

The Toolkit Integrated

The rubric is there to provide the universal definitions for sustainability at SHCS. It ensures that
whenever employees make purchases, they are still aligned with UBC’s core environment and
sustainability goals. The database itself streamlines the process by making the sustainable choice a
less difficult choice by reducing the time it takes to access these items, as well as storing them all in
one place. Together, the toolkit positions sustainability less as its own “department” and into the
hands of every employee, educating employees on the impact of sustainable procurement while
providing the tools necessary for them to make that impact immediately.

Conclusion

In conclusion, our research accentuates the significant role of values as a guiding structure for UBC
SHCS purchasing habits. When decentralized, low-threshold purchases often bypass formal
oversight, which reveals a critical gap for UBC to achieve its sustainability targets. Our findings reveal
that an individual’s personal connection to UBC’s mission often determines their purchasing practice;
however, personal motivation alone cannot overcome structural hurdles that currently exist.

We suggest that UBC implement clearer regulations and streamlined resources regarding low-
threshold purchases to bridge the gap between the intent of SHCS staff and departmental action.
Recognizing that there are currently barriers in place, specifically through time and cost as identified
in our research, we developed two concrete recommendations which SHCS can use to empower its
staff to make sustainable choices a seamless part of their daily routines.

Ultimately, these small-scale decisions will start small, but they can develop into positive collective
habits across campus that will not only promote environmental sustainability but also reinforce UBC
as a global leader in the field. Transitioning from a mentality of “optional” to “default” is the necessary
next step to strive towards UBC’s sustainability commitments and empowering the staff who impact
them.
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Appendices

Appendix A: Interview Questions

Introductory Question:

1. We already asked you in the survey, but as it's anonymous, we wanted to ask again for this
interview. Could you tell us which of the following best describes your job position?
- Student employee

Administration
- Coordination
- Management
- Other

Sustainability Focused

1. In our survey, we asked if sustainability is an important part of your personal life. Could you
expand on how you answered that question and a bit about your reasons? [If yes, follow up with
some of the following:]

a. How do you (or maybe don’t you) bring those sustainability values into your workplace
procurement habits and decisions?

b. Do you actively advocate for sustainable choices within your role as someone who
makes purchasing decisions?

2. How often do you hear about UBC's sustainability goals?

a. If so, when?

3. UBC has numerous sustainability plans, including the Zero Waste Action Plan and Sustainable
Purchasing and Procurement (which is available on UBC’s finance portal). During your
purchasing process, do you ever consult these documents?

a. [Regardless of yes or no] were you ever told that these documents exist, and if so, how
were you told?
b. [If yes] did you ever receive training on sustainable purchasing practices?

4. How well do you feel the term “sustainability” is defined at UBC? Do you often find yourself

having to interpret it, or is the definition clear?
Workplace Focused

1. What kind of workplace structures help you make more sustainable purchases?

a. [e.g. having a supportive manager, having colleagues who share the same values,
having room in the budget set aside for sustainable factors, etc.]

b. Do you receive guidelines / recommendations from managers or colleagues when
making sustainable purchases?

2. If you were to be given a rubric for evaluating sustainable procurement for purchases under
$3500, but it wasn’t mandatory to use, how often do you think you would use it?

3. If a sustainable procurement process were to be implemented for purchases under $3500, how
would you want to learn/be trained on it? (thinking in the context of just receiving another email,
an incentive?)

4. In your department, do you often find yourself hearing more about costs/budgets or sustainable
practices?

a. Can you describe a time when you prioritized sustainable purchases over cost and time?
b. If yes, do you mind sharing what types of products they were?
Procurement Focused

1. Do you buy in bulk or place multiple orders to ship together?

a. How /when do you decide to group orders vs placing them individually? What are the
main factors?

2. If you found a sustainable version of a product you were looking for, but it cost 15% more, would
you be more inclined to buy it?

a. [could ask first for an example of an item they buy frequently]

3. Do you pay attention to eco-labelling while making purchases?

a. If so, how do you ensure the product is not greenwashing?

4. If two products meet your needs and cost the same, but the more sustainable one takes longer
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to arrive, how likely are you to choose the more sustainable product?
a. [could ask first for an example of an item they buy frequently]
b. Do you consider transit required for the item to reach you
5. Are you generally informed about the sustainability or durability of a product before you buy it for
workplace purposes?
a. If so, are you informed by management or by the company you are purchasing from?
Do you consider the use of plastic when you make purchasing decisions
Do you believe that the sustainability of your workplace purchasing has any impact on the
overall purchasing and/or carbon footprint of UBC?

No

Appendix B: Survey Questions

1. This survey is intended for employees of Student Housing and Community Services (SHCS)
workers only. Please proceed only if you meet the criteria.
a. Yes, | work for SHCS
b. No, | do not work for SHCS
2. How do you identify?
a. Woman
b. Man
c. Non-binary
d. Prefer not to say
e. [Textentry]
3. What is your age? [Drag the slider]
4. What is the main function of your role as an employee of SHCS? Select one.
a. Student Employee
b. Administration
c. Coordination
d. Management
e. [Text entry]
5. Do you make purchases as part of your position? Select one.
a. Yes, | make purchases or request purchases as part of my role
b. No, | don't make purchases
6. Forindividual purchases that are each below $3,500, what is your annual total? Select one.
a. $0-$500
b. $500 - $2,000
c. $2,000 - $10,000
d. $10,000+
7. For purchases under $3,500, how much do you think you spend on average, per purchase?
Select one.
a. $0-$500
b. $500 - $1,000
c. $1,000 - $2,000
d. $2,000 - $3,500
8. What kinds of items are you typically purchasing? Select the three you purchase most frequently.
Food and beverages
Stationary
Office furniture
Cleaning supplies
Residence items
Printing supplies
Construction items
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

h. [Text entry]
Why are you typically making purchases? Select all that apply.
a. Upgrading current items
b. Replacing worn out items
c. Events
d. Restocking consumable supplies
e. [Textentry]
Which of UBC's sustainability goals and plans are you aware of? Select all that apply.
a. UBC's Zero Waste Action Plan 2030
b. UBC's Climate Action Plan 2030
c. Sustainable Purchasing & Procurement at UBC (UBC Finance Portal)
d. None of the above
e. [Textentry]
Based on what you have heard working at SHCS, what does sustainability means to you?
a. [Textentry]

For the purposes of our research, we will be referring to these definitions throughout the survey. You
will be able to access these definitions throughout the survey by hovering over the word.
Low-Threshold Purchases: below $3,500
Sustainability: Takes into consideration the protection of the environment through resource
efficiency, quality and durability, and minimizing waste through responsible production and
consumption.

How often do you consider UBC's sustainability goals in your daily workflow? Select one.
a. Inthe majority of my work / decisions
b. Frequently
c. Sometimes
d. Not very often
e. Almost never
Is sustainability an important part of your personal life? Select one.
a. Yes, definitely
b. Yes, somewhat
c. No, not really
d. No, not at all
Do you actively think about the life cycle of a product when you are making purchases (e.g. how long
will it last, what will happen to it at end of life, etc.)? Select one.
a. Most of the time
b. Some of the time
c. Not very often
d. Never
When you make purchases of less than $3,500, how do you prioritize the following? Rank each
choice from 1-6 in order of priority. Click and drag the options to reorder.
Cost
Delivery time
Sustainability of item
Brand trust / reputation
Convenience / ease of use
Durability of item
Do you refer to eco-labels when making purchasing decisions? Select one.
a. Almost always
b. Somewhat
c. Rarely
d. Never
What kinds of barriers do you face when making sustainable purchases? Select all that apply.
Sustainability: Takes into consideration the protection of the environment through resource
efficiency, quality and durability, and minimizing waste through responsible production and
consumption.
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a. Cost
b. Time
c. Performance issues / uncertainty
d. Uncertainty about the environmental costs / benefits
e. Lack of other knowledge
f.  [Textentry]
18. What type of resources would support you in making more sustainable purchases? Select all that
apply.
a. More budget
b. Training

c. Recommended brands and suppliers
d. More time to make purchasing decisions
e. [Textentry]
19. How long have you been in a position where you make purchases at SHCS? Fill in the blank.

a. [Textentry]

Appendix C: Pie Chart of Survey Participants by their Role

1

® Other

® Management

® Administration

@ Student Employee

|

Appendix D: Purchase Values

Survey respondents were asked about their annual total and per purchase average for low-threshold
purchases. 42% of annual total purchases were valued between $0 - $500, 16% were between $500
- $2000, 10.5% were between $2,000 - $10,000, and 31.5% were $10,000 or greater. For individual
purchases, 53% said the average value was $0 - $500, 21% said $500 - $1000, 21% said $1,000 -
$2,000, and 5% said $2,000 - $3,500.
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