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Nine groups of sustainable management students set out to better understand how
local businesses understand and employ sustainable practices in their respective
establishments. These findings will be used to assist these local businesses with better
understanding the positive impacts of sustainable practices and help the Okanagan
Sustainability Leadership Council (OSLC) better craft their project “The Great Okanagan
Waste Reduction Challenge.” Each group of students interviewed different local
businesses from the Okanagan Valley with the goal of gaining insight into the barriers
to sustainability these business’s face, the potential benefits of employing a sustainable
business model and then using these ideas to generate recommendations for each
individual business, for the OSLC and for other small business more broadly. 

After conducting the interviews, common barriers to sustainability revolved around the
businesses being small and having a limited supply of capital. This problem becomes
evident as we see each business describing issues such as not enough time, money,
space, stability, human capital, access and/or a counterproductive culture.
Furthermore, the benefits of employing a sustainable business model came to light such
as an increase in profit margins as you’re able to cut down repeat costs and the social
benefit of protecting the environment. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Photograph by Shawn Talbot

https://okslc.ca/


There are several recommendations. The first
recommendation is a shift in mindset where
waste becomes a useful resource rather than
simply garbage. Other recommendations include
prioritizing the hierarchy of the R’s (reduce,
reuse, recycle, etc.), the implementation of a
waste assessment, a waste reduction plan, and
a waste audit program. Furthermore, an
increased knowledge and use of the circular
economy would be of great value to any
business looking to become more sustainable. 

Finally, education was discussed as a common
theme throughout many groups from the
perspective of both the consumer and the
business. Consumers can benefit from
educating themselves about how a business
employing a sustainable model will help them
and what they can do to help the business.
Further, the business can educate themselves
regarding effective sustainable business
models, possible pitfalls, and areas where they
can individually take steps towards
improvement.
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OVERVIEW
OKANAGAN SUSTAINABILITY
LEADERSHIP COUNCIL

All our small businesses interviewed
expressed barriers to implementing
sustainability measures, notably the
following seven major barriers:
o Money
o Time
o Space
o Stability
o Human Capital
o Access
o Culture

Many of these objections stem from
the fact that these businesses are
small. Often, they are more focused on
establishing their own financial
stability, and all their time is used in
establishing and completing regular
business operations. With starting a
business, another problem is in
temporary, or part time staff not being
educated or trained in sustainability
and waste management. This has a
direct effect on time management, the
time issues were related to not having
enough Human capital to budget
specific time to complete sustainable
practices. 

Seven of the nine businesses interviewed
were willing to consider participating in a
waste audit pilot program, and all
participants are willing to receive a follow-
up package containing information about
the waste reduction challenge. With that
being said, only ten percent of the
businesses interviewed had any
experience with performing a waste audit.
The remaining ninety percent of
businesses despite having not completed
a waste reduction audit, expressed
interest, and as such providing education
about the challenge is important. All the
businesses interviewed have a high
degree of interest in participating in the
waste reduction challenge, in general they
want to significantly and measurably
reduce their waste. Prior to engaging
participants, it is important that our
prospective participants have a full
understanding of the process,
requirements, commitments, and benefits. 



A high degree of interest in waste reduction challenge (80% interest)
Very minimal waste audit experience (10% experience)
Peak interest was found in the information aspect of the challenge
Potential hesitancy to participate due to the above constraints listed (Money, Time,
Capital)

The knowledge employees of small business have in the realm of sustainability is
limited. Therefore, communication from the Great Okanagan Waste Reduction challenge
to these business should be centered around education, providing information,
resources, tips, tools, and guidance on waste reduction activities. With time sensitivity
in mind, solutions tailored to each business sector should be highlighted, with specific
options that are relevant in their sector.

Businesses we interviewed value time and cost savings and are motivated by solutions
that can be implemented quickly with the benefit of cost savings when applicable.
Goals should be clear cut, easily measurable and realistic. Prizes used to motivate
participation should be sustainability solutions like composters, or gift certificates for
composting services, that will further save the businesses time and money. These
prizes that are directly tied to measurable results for the business should act as a
greater motivator than gift cards or other prizes. To summarize small-business
participants had:

6
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INTRODUCTION
BC businesses produced 1,726,506 tonnes of waste in
2018 (Statistics Canada, 2020). Reducing these non-
residential sources of waste is vital to slowing climate
change since materials in landfills create methane, a
greenhouse gas that is 21 times stronger than carbon
dioxide (Government of Canada, n.d.). 

Reducing waste offers opportunities for businesses to
improve environmental, social and economic outcomes
(Zero Waste Council, 2021). Small businesses are
increasingly aware of the advantages of waste
reduction both through enhancing resource efficiency
so that less waste is produced and/or by diverting
waste from landfills through recycling, composting, or
other closed loop circular economy processes (Cano-
Rubio, Maglio, & Utrilla, 2021). However, existing
literature identifies the need for further qualitative
research, such as interviews, that can explore the
drivers and barriers of sustainable business practice
adoption in small business (Barbosa, Castañeda-
Ayarza, & Ferreira, 2020; Depken & Zeman, 2018;
Purwandani & Michaud, 2021). 

The following report will shed light on the findings from
Dr. Danielle Robinson’s BUAD 346 Sustainable
management class research project, “Waste reduction
and diversion" which explored current motivations,
barriers, strategies, and solutions for small businesses
within the Okanagan. These findings will support
sustainable business practices, the Okanagan
Sustainable Leadership Council's Great Okanagan
Waste Reduction Challenge and other zero-waste
valley initiatives.
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The class was divided into nine groups of three to four students and assigned an
Okanagan based small business recruited through email invitation by the primary
investigator. Nine business owners/managers were interviewed in total. Efforts to
include participants from across the region were made to increase diversity.
Furthermore, we aimed to have participating businesses reflect a variety of small
business sizes. Businesses ranged in size from 1 to 16 employees, including part-time
and seasonal workers. The sectors of the businesses interviewed include cosmetology,
hospitality, agriculture and alcohol manufacturing. All four sectors play a very relevant
role in the Okanagan region’s economy. 

A script for semi-structured interviews was developed in consultation with the OSLC.
Student researchers completed the Tri-Council Online certification on ethical research
conduct. Students were trained in class on how to interview. The student groups then
conducted a semi-structured interview with the owner or manager of their assigned
business. Five out of nine groups conducted interviews through Zoom while four groups
opted to interview the owner face to face. Interview length ranged from 15 minutes to
one hour with the mean being approximately 30 minutes.

METHODOLOGY

8
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Determine small businesses’ understanding of existing waste reduction and
diversion programs
Determine barriers and obstacles to increased waste reduction and diversion
Determine small businesses’ perspectives and ideas on how to overcome these
barriers and obstacles
Determine effective waste audit processes to encourage small business
participation in the Great Okanagan Waste Reduction Challenge.
Identify opportunities to develop circular small business strategies. 

Interview transcripts were thematically coded to identify themes and concepts within
the data in order to meet the following research objectives:
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BUSINESS STRUCTURES
An overview of research participants is shown in Table 1. Many of the businesses
interviewed in this project were based in Kelowna, West Kelowna or from surrounding
nearby communities within the Okanagan Valley. The industry sectors ranged from
alcohol and hospitality to agriculture and cosmetics. Most of the alcohol and hospitality
businesses have been in operation for anywhere between 9 months and 6 years with
one surpassing that margin at 11 years. The agricultural businesses have been around
much longer, often more than 20 years, however, most of the current owners have
owned their properties for a shorter period. All of the participants held positions in
senior management such as Owner/Operator, CEO or Vice President. All of the
businesses in this study had equal to or less than 16 total employees, either full-time or
part-time throughout the course of a year. 
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Table 1: Small-business participants



KIND OF WASTE PRODUCED
AND QUANTITIES
The interviews concluded that small businesses in the alcohol and hospitality industry
generally had waste like plastics, paper, cardboard, and other packaging materials.
Waste also consisted of spent grain and liquids.  The most common type of waste that
cannot be recycled was plastic wraps around products being shipped. Small businesses
in the agricultural sector produce waste ranging from clippings to unsellable produce. 
 Many interviewees stated that their waste varies over the level of business operations
and the season. Some were uncertain about waste quantities. Table 2 shows a
summary of waste type and quantity findings.
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Table 2: Small-business waste type and quantity



The majority of small businesses interviewed in our research did not have a formal
sustainability or environmental strategy. The UN’s Sustainable Development Goals
create a baseline for many large corporations’ sustainability programs as a standard
and expected approach. But for small businesses, the use of these standard goals is
challenging.  Out of the nine groups interviewed, six of them stated they did not have a
sustainability program or that the practices they had in place were not necessarily a
sustainability strategy but a process that just happened to be sustainable. For those
with sustainability strategies in place, they are encompassed in the business’s mission.
Participants' knowledge of other environmental programs and actions by current
sustainable businesses was minimal. These small businesses felt they did not know of
or had very few options to view as exemplary sustainable practice. 
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PRESENCE OF
SUSTAINABILITY PROGRAM

Photograph by Shawn Talbot



It is becoming increasingly evident that small businesses must begin to reduce and/or
diversify their waste for economic reasons such as reducing packaging costs on
products and limiting harmful materials in production. 

Actions in agriculture, such as composting, are out of convenience with a side
environmental benefit. The traditional tracks of recycling, local food purchases, utilizing
more environmentally friendly packaging products, and the approach of first in and first
out are common and accepted. Waste diversion into new products such as the chipping
of cherry wood for sale as a smoking material for meat or selling low alcohol
percentage beer to lower water waste is creating strategies that small businesses are
able to utilize because they control the process. These strategies have the potential for
further profits while minimizing waste. One strategy to diversify waste was to take
processed grains from a beer brewing process and donate them to local agricultural
farms to be used as cattle feed or fertilizer for their soils. This allows the brewer to
reduce disposal costs whilst simultaneously increasing the value of the farmers’ means
of production. 

It is also extremely valuable for small businesses to have high expectations for
suppliers to ensure the entire supply chain is optimizing itself to reduce waste before it
is allowed to enter the market. Reusing is a top priority for most businesses as this
strategy allows for more efficient use of such resources, and effectively increases the
lifespan of the resource in the process. The data also shows a common trend of
businesses understanding the value of collaborating, further emphasizing that business
should be synonymous with sustainable practices meant to unite society to solve
common problems. 

WASTE REDUCTION AND
DIVERSIFICATION STRATEGIES
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Small business participants noted economic, environmental and social benefits to waste
reduction and diversion as shown in Figure 1 below. Practically all the businesses (7/9)
saw some sort of financial benefit to reducing or diverting their waste. Overall, most of
these gains were a result of companies utilizing recycling materials, reusing past
materials or resources, and finding new ways to cut costs such as buying less supplies
that they ultimately would throw away. The majority of companies (7/9) saw benefits by
making their company more environmentally friendly. Many of these companies decided
to consider the long-term effects of waste going into landfill so they switched to
biodegradable and compostable materials which are significantly better than plastic
alternatives. 

Furthermore, these companies all considered the long-term effects of their carbon
footprint and found ways to reduce the use of harmful substances such as chemical
disposal and smoke emissions. The data shows that small businesses are increasingly
more aware of the impact their operations has on the environment, and choosing to
commit to a cleaner community for all. Only three of the companies commented on
social benefits resulting from their practices. These companies were more experienced
with sustainable management concepts with the participant with the deepest
knowledge being especially focused on being a positive influence on other businesses.

 

BUSINESS BENEFITS TO WASTE
REDUCTION AND DIVERSION 
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Financial Benefits
41.2%

Environmental Benefits
41.2%

Social Benefits
17.6%

Figure 1 - Waste Reduction Benefits



Barriers preventing progress towards sustainability within small businesses include
human capital, time, suppliers, money, and access. Human capital looks at most
businesses employing part-time staff, so waste management is not a front-burner skill
to learn during limited periods of employment. This relates to timing; the owners have
limited time to complete their activities on top of training staff, so sustainability ranks
lower than other job functions. Implementing certain practices incurs acquisitional
costs, but most small businesses run very tight margins and do not have spare capital
to spend on non-essential purchases. 

There was a lot of interest in sustainability within this study, with some businesses
actively conducting practices, but some crucial materials from supplies could not be
delivered in an eco-friendly way; this includes over-abundance of plastic wrapping on
products to be shipped that were not available locally. These companies realized the
seriousness of environmental issues, but also thought their size is too small to make
any significant impact. Access to certain recycling programs can be difficult for niche
waste products and there is minimal support offered to recycle certain wastes. 

BARRIERS TO WASTE
REDUCTION AND DIVERSION
AND POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS
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“It is easy to say oh, I want to be a
carbon neutral business, or I want to
be a green business or any of those

things, but if you don’t have a plan to
get there then … (shrug implied)” 

Small business owner



To overcome the waste reduction barriers and obstacles that small businesses within
the Okanagan face, they must delve deeper into discovering long term strategies that
ensure they don't fall back into barriers they previously faced. To begin, it is crucial for
businesses to evolve their mindset to think of waste as a resource, rather than just
simply waste. Small business can prioritize the hierarchy of the R’s-rethink, reduce,
redesign, reuse, repair, recycle, recover as seen in Figure II below. Practising
successful waste management starts at the production phase with reconsidering
purpose and process followed by changes to use and consumption practices. Such as,
ensuring small businesses are engaging in sustainable purchasing such as using
compostable take out containers instead of plastic or styrofoam, and implementing 
 energy-efficient technology within physical business facilities.  

Generally, small businesses could improve their inventory management thus leading to
a decrease in the waste of perishable materials. They could start purchasing non-
perishable materials in bulk and reduce the number of shipments. However, many
waste reduction and management practices are sector specific. For example, the 
 National Zero Waste council states that the retail sector can partake in initiatives such
as mass customization and improved reverse logistics to target waste from consumer
products. While the agricultural sector can use strategies such as precision agriculture
technologies and building integrated agriculture. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Waste Assessment and Planning

 
Figure II - The R's of waste reduction and diversion 



Most participants recognized that discovering what inputs were redundant or impacting cost
and profitability of the organization was critical. Conducting waste assessments/audits, will
allow small business to determine the type and volume of waste their business produces and
aid in identifying opportunities to reduce inputs, reuse waste matter, and effectively recycle
because improved systems to separate materials properly at the source. Conducting a waste
audit helps a small business: 

1. Identify and measure the composition of its waste stream. 
2. Develop a “baseline” for measuring and tracking its waste stream into the future. 
3. Help the business set specific targets and goals for waste reduction and diversion. 
4. Assist the business to prioritize waste reduction and waste diversion initiatives. 
5. Enable the business to report its waste volume/weight accurately. 
6. Provide a learning and engagement experience for businesses. 

Waste audits can be done by a hired company or internally. Resources such as GRI 306:
Waste 2020 provides useful information for businesses to report about their waste-related
impacts, and how they manage these impacts.  However, effective waste reduction and
diversion strategies need to understand the regional culture. A further underlying theme
resulting from the interviews was that the culture was different in the Okanagan compared to
higher density areas, such as the Greater Vancouver regional district which were perceived
by several participants are more sustainability-minded. The Great Okanagan Waste
Reduction Challenge may provide support for waste audits/waste reduction planning through
training and/or other guidance. Understanding the culture of the Okanagan with respect to
how local businesses and consumers view sustainability management would allows OSLC
initiatives like Great Okanagan Waste Reduction Challenge to design effective programs and
supports.

After completing a waste assessment, a waste reduction plan which considers each aspect
of waste from business operations should be developed and implemented. The plan can
include aspects such as identifying waste reduction opportunities, including how to make
dealing with waste easier and less time consuming, establishing timelines, roles and
responsibilities.

It will be through education that we will be able to achieve long-term success in
sustainability management. Most of the participants realized there was a need to develop
solutions to combat the detrimental impact current practices were having on the
environment. Ultimately further participation and buy-in from additional small businesses
would be possible if we can educate future stakeholders on the successes.
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“I think it's important to be conscious, and aware of what you're using."
Small business owner 

 



Eliminate waste and pollution
Circulate products and materials (at their highest value)
Regenerate nature

The circular economy is new way of thinking about our economy that addresses issues
like waste, pollution, and climate change. Our current economy is linear; we take
materials from the Earth, make products from them, and eventually throw them away as
waste. In a circular economy, we stop waste being produced in the first place as seen
in Figure III below and reflected in the Rs discussed earlier like reduce and reuse. The
circular economy is based on three principles:

More than ever, circular business strategies are something to model after for many
companies, including the small businesses who participated in this research. Although
the term "circular economy" was unfamiliar to all but one participant, participants
described practices and interests aligned circular practices that are good for business,
people and the environment.  There exists a strong synergy between a small business'
sustainability initiatives and its ability to maintain profitability. The low hanging
opportunity for small businesses to adopt circular economy strategies is by increasing
waste diversion through composting and recycling efforts. A number of small
businesses that were interviewed saw the value in developing strategies to tie in
business activities to turn the waste into profit. Businesses can utilize circular
strategies to align their business-specific objectives with the circular economy,
creating a more sustainable and comprehensive operation all around. 
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Figure III - Circular Economy 

RECOMMENDATIONS
Circular business strategies

https://ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/eliminate-waste-and-pollution
https://ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/circulate-products-and-materials
https://ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/regenerate-nature


Better design of the product to reduce end waste. This could include: less use of
non-reusable materials and making the switch to materials that can be reused,
finding ways to eliminate any materials that are not 100% necessary. 
Product life extension (PLE) initiatives - designing the product to last long,
eliminating the need for extras, and increasing the overall product life span.
Better design of production, to reduce end waste. This could include shipping in
bulk more frequently, eliminating any extra wrapping materials that are not 100%
necessary, better design of waste materials so that they can be recycled or re-
purposed. 
Increase waste elimination efforts in all ways - composting, increased recycling,
reduce waste through choosing different materials/packaging. 
Develop a retain product ownership (RPO) strategy. Companies can set up a lease
or rental agreement for products - once customers are finished with the product,
they can return it to the company and the product can then be reused or recycled.
This would also create a financial incentive for customers, saving them from
purchasing a high-cost product outright. 
Finding ways to market waste products.
Localizing production to reduce transportation “waste” or decrease transportation
through buying in bulk.

Small business in the Okanagan can consider the following recommendations as they
work towards increasing their circular practices.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.
7.
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"Turning waste into value is
really where I’m trying to push

things, because if a waste has a
value, it’s no longer a waste” 

Small business owner



Opportunities should build upon other opportunities, be monitored closely, and
developed consistently to ensure sustainability and accuracy. Small businesses must
demand better from the entire supply chain as well as remain accountable for the waste
produced themselves. Key business models are shown in Figure IV.
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Figure IV - Five Business Models of Circularity

When leaders inside companies think about the future benefit of procedures, they can
drastically increase the efficiency and profits for their organization. For example, using split
cherries in an orchard to make juice or other edible snacks will increase the profit and revenue
of an organization while utilizing what would normally be considered compost. These
procedures can also create more jobs in certain areas because now companies will need to
hire new staff to run this operation to create these new snacks which gets more people to
work and will reduce unemployment in the city or area. Lastly, these locally owned businesses
can keep the community working as retail stores will not have to purchase products abroad
rather, they can support the community driven projects. 

Small businesses are recognizing the value of collaborating with other industries to reuse or
repurpose waste. It is both economical and environmentally sustainable to create partnerships
with local small businesses as it is costly to dispose of waste in a traditional manner, versus
donating waste to be repurposed in the partnered business.  Collaboration is especially
important for small business who need to work together to achieve scale.



CONCLUSION
The evolution of humanity’s needs and desires has placed heavy pressure upon the
environment. We have created a systemic problem through over-producing, over-
consuming and wasting products that could be used in more sustainable ways. This
study explored the significance of waste reduction and diversion in small businesses
within the Okanagan. Our main research objectives were to understand and evaluate
current barriers, strategies, and solutions to waste reduction and diversion for small
businesses in the Okanagan. Due to the size of the Okanagan valley and the different
economic factors that affect businesses individually, we focused on small businesses of
varying sizes. We identified several diversification strategies used by small businesses
in the Okanagan, such as reduction, diversion, recycling, reutilizing, reducing,
reconsidering, reusing, and repurposing. We concluded that the most common method
of reduction for the businesses studied was reusing.

Most participants saw value in reusing as much of their materials as possible for both
financial and environmental reasons.  Small businesses are trying to cut costs or make
financial gains by reusing or recycling past materials, but environmental benefits also
had a huge impact on businesses. Many stated that re-thinking how their practices and
products affect the environment and how this could affect their business. Some of the
businesses thought that they could not reduce their waste, but they could deal with it in
a more environmentally sustainable way.

Many of the small businesses in this study had barriers that impeded their ability to
utilize waste reduction and diversion to its full capacity. These barriers included: time,
money, space, stability, human capital, government, culture, suppliers, and access to
certain facilities. There were two common barriers amongst almost all small businesses
in the Okanagan. Human capital limitations such as not enough staff, only part-time
staff, or staff that are not educated in waste reduction and challenges accessing
recycling or other reuse/repurposing.
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Our recommendations centred on waste assessment and planning processes, circular
economy strategies and collaboration. We concluded that planning will help remove the
barriers for small businesses.  Many participants were practicing circular economy business
strategies despite being unfamiliar with the term. Continuing to learn more and access
circular economy resources will create opportunities with social, environmental and financial
benefits for these businesses and for their customers. Collaboration will be essential. Many
of the small businesses we interviewed already are collaborating because they see a
financial benefit, increased efficiency, and reduced waste. The OSLC's Great Okanagan
Waste Reduction Challenge and other zero-waste valley initiatives will provide welcome
opportunities for Okanagan small business.
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"There is so much value to the rest of the world if we can figure out a way to think
first about the environment, rather than think first about profits.”

Small business owner
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insights about their business as well the sector as a whole. 

Okanagan College respectfully acknowledges that our Penticton, Kelowna and
Vernon campuses are located on the traditional and unceded territory of the
Syilx Okanagan people. The Syilx Okanagan people have always sustainably
managed their land and resources as a sacred and inherent responsibility. May
we too learn to “govern our mother and her resources for the good of all for all
time” (Okanagan Nation Declaration, 1987).
 

Much thanks,

Okanagan College
BUAD 346 Sustainable Management, Winter 2022
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