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ABSTRACT 

 

Most of today’s circular economy (CE) discourses are based on eco-modernist visions and 

focus on technocratic and depoliticised processes. Moreover, the role of citizens in the CE 

remains underdeveloped, relegating them to passive consumers. In response to these 

shortcomings, this thesis proposes an alternative framework called the ‘circular society’ (CS), 

which aims for a more inclusive socio-ecological transformation. The CS seeks to disrupt 

existing power dynamics, norms, and practices, while re-embedding the economy within the 

social and ecological spheres. It advocates principles such as conviviality, sharing and care, in 

line with degrowth theory. As this thesis shows, the implementation of a CS requires the 

democratisation of economic and political arenas, an expansion of participation opportunities, 

and increased openness and transparency. Citizens, businesses, and the state play active roles 

in a CS, with citizens engaging in non-commodified activities and driving political change, 

businesses prioritising community building and socio-environmental performance, and 

governments providing systemic support and market governance structures. 
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I Introduction 

Over the past few decades, the modern industrial economy, characterised by its linear 

economic model, has come under increasing scrutiny. For many, it has become clear that 

“[s]ustained economic growth based on a linear production model is not feasible [on] a planet 

with finite resources and a limited capacity to absorb wastes” (Suárez-Eiroa et al., 2019, p. 

953). While the negative impacts of economic growth on natural resources and environmental 

degradation have been known since the 1960s (Meadows et al., 1972), little has been done to 

address these issues effectively. On the contrary, global environmental challenges have steadily 

increased in recent years. According to Fraser et al. (2023), the extraction and processing of 

natural resources contributes to about 70% of today’s global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. 

Moreover, the extraction and use of materials is closely linked to other forms of environmental 

damage, such as global biodiversity loss or water stress (Steinmann et al., 2017). The linearity 

of production and consumption processes has also led to a sharp increase in global waste 

generation (Sharma & Jain, 2020). In short, the linear economic model, with its critical 

dependence on natural resources, has thrown the global environmental system out of balance. 

As Fraser et al. (2023, p. 12) write, “we are now transgressing five of nine planetary boundaries 

that are crucial to planetary health: climate change, biodiversity loss, land system change, 

chemical pollution, and cycles of nitrogen and phosphorus.” Another planetary boundary, 

ocean acidification, is also dangerously close to its tipping point. At current rates, humanity is 

using the Earth’s resources 1.8 times faster than they can be regenerated naturally. In other 

words, it would take almost two planets to sustain today’s global consumption patterns (Earth 

Overshoot Day, n.d.). 

Against this background, the concept of a circular economy (CE) has received 

considerable attention as a possible panacea that would allow economic growth to be decoupled 

from its environmental impacts (Hofmann, 2022). While its conceptual underpinnings date 

back to the 1960s, it was not until the early 2010s that the term really came to the fore in the 

public and political discourse (Ekins et al., 2019). In recent years, the CE concept has been 

increasingly integrated into business strategies and national legislation, particularly in Europe 

and China (Suárez-Eiroa et al., 2019). While there is still no universally accepted definition, 

CE is often described as an ‘umbrella term’ that encompasses various ideas related to resource 

and waste management (Blomsma and Brennan, 2017). Some of its core defining elements 

include the restorative use of resources (Geisendorf & Pietrulla, 2018), resource efficiency 

(Alhawari et al., 2021), and the idea of a closed loop of material, energy, and waste flows 
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(Wysokińska, 2016). However, while the CE arguably offers a welcome glimmer of hope that 

a balance between environmental, social, and economic goals can still be achieved, it faces 

several challenges and limitations (Skene, 2018). Most importantly, it has been pointed out that 

the CE concept is virtually silent on its social implications (Hobson & Lynch, 2016; Sauvé et 

al., 2016). As Calisto Friant et al. (2023, p. 2) underline, mainstream CE propositions “do not 

address crucial sustainability implications of CE, such as how the benefits and costs of a CE 

transition are distributed, who controls CE technologies and patents, who decides on the shape, 

form, and policies for a CE transition, and what are the overall social and environmental 

impacts of CE proposals.” Moreover, critics argue that most CE approaches are based on an 

eco-modernist1 logic and portray the CE as a technocratic and depoliticised business 

opportunity (Bradley & Persson, 2022). Consequently, it has been argued that the mainstream 

CE discourse has “created and entrenched various forms of ‘green accumulation’ [...], which 

has done little to transform prevailing economic systems, norms, and practices” (Hobson, 2020, 

p. 163). 

Addressing the need for a more thorough examination of the social impacts of a CE, this 

master’s thesis discusses the idea of a circular society (CS). The CS concept has emerged 

relatively recently and offers “an alternative framing [of the CE] that is going beyond growth, 

technology and market-based solutions” (Jaeger-Erben et al., 2021, p. 1). More specifically, 

this thesis analyses the CE concept from a degrowth perspective and discusses how it can be 

organised along a new set of principles such as autonomy, justice, solidarity, democracy, 

conviviality, sharing, and care (Akbulut, 2021; Calisto Friant et al., 2023). It argues that 

because current CE approaches are based on a ‘green growth’ perspective, they fail to disrupt 

the socio-economic status quo in terms of power, norms, and politics (Hickel & Kallis, 2020; 

Hofmann, 2022). This paper therefore calls for a reorganisation of current forms of 

consumption and production as well as the establishment of a new social model that puts 

citizens and local communities at its centre. Against this background, I aim to contribute to the 

emerging debate on CS by analysing the scope and conceptual understanding of the concept. 

The guiding research questions of this master’s thesis are the following: 

 

What are the key elements of a circular society? 

What role do citizens, businesses, and the state play in a circular society? 

 
1 According to Grunwald (2018, p. 1855), “positions referred to as “eco-modernist” […] strongly refer to market 
forces and argue that it is in principle possible to reconcile economic growth and the needs to protect a functioning 
ecosphere.” 
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The remainder of this paper is structured as follows: Chapter II presents a comprehensive 

literature review. First, I review the historical background of the CE concept and discuss its 

definitions and core principles, before addressing some of the main critiques and limitations. 

Secondly, I discuss the CE from a consumption perspective, where I highlight the limited 

engagement with the role of citizens in current CE approaches. In the last part of the literature 

review, I introduce the idea of a CS and present some of the scarce literature on the subject. 

Based on the gaps identified in the literature review, Chapter III discusses the scope of this 

research paper and presents the two guiding research questions. In Chapter IV, I discuss the 

theoretical framework of this thesis before describing the methodology in Chapter V. Chapter 

VI then presents the results of my analysis and provides a detailed discussion of the findings. 

Finally, I conclude the thesis in Chapter VII by summarising the findings of my research and 

discussing possible future research avenues. 
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II Literature Review 

2.1 What is the ‘Circular Economy’? 

2.1.1 Historical Background 

While the exact origin of the term ‘circular economy’ itself is debated, its theoretical and 

conceptual foundations are generally traced back to the beginnings of the modern 

environmental movement in the 1960s and 1970s (Blomsma & Brennan, 2017; Murray et al., 

2017). According to many scholars, Kenneth Boulding has been one of the most important 

intellectual pioneers of the CE concept (Ekins et al., 2019; Greyson, 2007). In a paper published 

in 1966, Boulding introduced the idea of closed systems and contrasted them to what is now 

called the ‘take-make-dispose’ linear economy (Ekins et al., 2019; Rizos et al., 2017). In his 

paper, Boulding also introduced his now famous distinction between ‘cowboy’ and ‘spaceship’ 

economies. While the former are associated with “the illimitable plains and also associated 

with reckless, exploitative, romantic, and violent behaviour, which is characteristic of open 

societies”, he argues that the latter recognise that “the earth has become a single spaceship, 

without unlimited reservoirs of anything, either for extraction or for pollution, and in which, 

therefore, man must find his place in a cyclical ecological system which is capable of 

continuous reproduction of material form even though it cannot escape having inputs of 

energy” (Boulding, 1966 in Ekins et al., 2019, p. 5). Based on these considerations, Boulding 

argued that a ‘spaceship’ economy must be primarily concerned with “stock maintenance”, by 

reproducing the finite amount of resource inputs and recycling waste products, thus creating a 

‘closed’ economy that aims to preserve the overall capital supply (Rizos et al., 2017). 

Boulding’s ideas later formed the basis of many scientific discussions about the finite 

resource stock of our planet and society’s role in managing and exploiting it. Most prominently, 

the ‘Limits to Growth’ report, published in 1972 by a group of researchers at the Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology (MIT), underlined that unlimited economic growth on a finite planet is 

unsustainable and will lead to the depletion of natural resources, pollution, and environmental 

degradation (Meadows et al., 1972). Based on a computer simulation, the researchers argued 

that “an unreformed cowboy economy was headed for ‘overshoot and collapse’ within a 

century” (Ekins et al., 2019, p. 6). The report sparked a global conversation about the need for 

new forms of economic development, which ultimately led to the rise of the ‘sustainable 

development’ paradigm in the late 1980s (World Commission on Environment and 

Development, 1987). At the same time, new debates on product-life extensions and recycling 
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entered the scientific arena (Frosch & Gallopoulos, 1989; Stahel and Reday-Mulvey, 1981). 

Stahel (1982), for instance, argued that “the extension of the use-life of goods [constitutes] a 

sensible point at which to start a gradual transition towards a sustainable society in which 

progress is made consistent with the world’s finite resource base” (Stahel, 1982 in Ekins et al., 

2019, p. 6). Stahel also introduced what he called a “spiral-loop system that minimises matter, 

energy-flow and environmental deterioration without restricting economic growth or social and 

technical progress [...] through reuse (loop 1), repair (loop 2), reconditioning (loop 3) and 

recycling (loop 4)” (Stahel, 1982 in Ekins et al., 2019, p. 6). 

While these discussions contributed to early understandings of the CE, it was not until a 

decade later that the concept was clearly defined and integrated into economic theory (Ekins et 

al., 2019). According to Rizos et al. (2017), Pearce & Turner (1990) used the term for the first 

time in an economic model. In their book, the authors contrast (circular) natural systems with 

(linear) economic systems and emphasise the importance of the laws of thermodynamics (an 

idea that was already discussed by Boulding in 1966). As they write: “Boulding’s essay was 

pointing to the need to contemplate Earth as a closed economic system: one in which the 

economy and environment are not characterised by linear interlinkages, but by a circular 

relationship. Everything is an input into everything else” (Pearce and Turner, 1990, p. 37 in 

Ekins et al., 2019, p. 7, original emphasis). However, Pearce & Turner’s work did go mostly 

unnoticed. In fact, between 1990 and 2010 there was hardly any conceptual development of 

the CE and the idea gradually faded from the scientific discourse (Ekins et al., 2019). This 

changed with the establishment of the Ellen MacArthur Foundation (EMF) in 2010. In 2013, 

the EMF produced three publications entitled ‘Towards the Circular Economy’, which laid the 

foundations for the success of the concept today. Various publications followed, allowing the 

concept to gain considerable attention. By 2015, the CE was finally entering the mainstream, 

as both businesses and governments – especially in the European Union (EU) and China – 

started to take up the concept (Ekins et al., 2019). Today, CE is one of the most discussed terms 

among environmental economic scholars and increasingly integrated into business strategies 

and national legislations (Geisendorf & Pietrulla, 2018). Despite this success, however, the 

exact definition of the concept is still under debate, as I will show in the next section.  

2.1.2 Definition and Conceptualisation 

While the growing attention to the CE has allowed it to spread rapidly, it has also blurred 

the concept, as it has been taken up by a variety of different actors (Kirchherr et al., 2017). 

Indeed, it has been pointed out by various researchers that there is no commonly accepted 
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definition of the CE (Alhawari et al., 2021; Kirchherr et al., 2017; Lieder & Rashid, 2016; 

Yuan et al., 2008). In light of this conceptual uncertainty, this section discusses some of the 

most prominent CE definitions with the aim of outlining the key elements of how a CE is 

defined. 

As Geisendorf & Pietrulla (2018, p. 771) underline, scholars agree on the fact “that the 

CE stands in contrast to the linear economy based on a ‘take-make-dispose’ sequence.” They 

further argue that the “core defining element [of a CE] is the ‘restorative use’ of resources” 

(Geisendorf & Pietrulla, 2018, p. 771). Other researchers add to this by highlighting the need 

for material or resource efficiency (Alhawari et al., 2021; Ekins et al., 2019). The idea of a 

closed loop of material, energy and waste flows is also central to most CE definitions (Geng & 

Doberstein, 2008; Scheel, 2016). According to Wysokińska (2016, p. 1), for example, a CE 

refers to a “closed-loop economy [that] does not generate excessive waste and whereby any 

waste becomes a resource.” A similar definition can be found in the ‘EU Action Plan for the 

Circular Economy’ which states that in a CE “the value of products and materials is maintained 

for as long as possible; waste and resource use are minimised, and resources are kept within 

the economy when a product has reached the end of its life, to be used again and again to create 

further value” (European Commission, 2015).  

In an attempt to connect some of these points, Blomsma and Brennan (2017) describe the 

CE as an ‘umbrella concept’ that encompasses a range of ideas related to resource and waste 

management. In their view, a CE is mainly concerned with the extension of “the productive 

life of resources as a means to create value and reduce value destruction” (Blomsma and 

Brennan, 2017, p. 609). This point is also discussed by Camacho-Otero et al. (2018, p. 2) who 

argue that a CE “aims at decoupling value creation from waste generation and resource use by 

radically transforming production and consumption systems.” However, as Ghisellini et al. 

(2016, p. 2) underline, the CE should not be misinterpreted as merely “an approach to more 

appropriate waste management.” Instead, the authors argue, the CE should be seen as a new 

business model that has the potential to achieve “more sustainable development and a 

harmonious society” (Ghisellini et al., 2016, p. 2). This systemic approach has also been taken 

up by other scholars, such as Birat (2015). Ghisellini et al. (2016, p. 12) further argue that a 

“CE promotes a more appropriate and environmentally sound use of resources” which 

ultimately leads to “improved wellbeing and evident impacts on equity within and among 

generations in terms of both resource use and access.” It should be noted that this description 
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makes a clear link to the sustainable development paradigm and its argument for inter- and 

intra-generational equity2 (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987). 

In light of the plethora of different definitions and conceptual understandings, Kirchherr 

et al. (2017) analysed a total of 114 CE research papers in order to provide more clarity 

regarding the current understandings of the CE concept. Based on their systematic assessment, 

Kirchherr et al. (2017, pp. 224–225) propose the following definition: 

  

“A circular economy describes an economic system that is based on business models 

which replace the ‘end-of-life’ concept with reducing, alternatively reusing, recycling 

and recovering materials in production/distribution and consumption processes, thus 

operating at the micro level (products, companies, consumers), meso level (eco-industrial 

parks) and macro level (city, region, nation and beyond), with the aim to accomplish 

sustainable development, which implies creating environmental quality, economic 

prosperity and social equity, to the benefit of current and future generations.” 

 

Besides the reference to extending the productive life of resources, the authors also 

introduce the idea that the CE operates at different scales, i.e., at the micro, meso, and macro 

level. In addition, they explicitly mention the sustainable development paradigm and argue that 

the main objective of a CE is to create a balance between environmental protection, economic 

growth, as well as inter- and intragenerational social equity. For the purpose of this paper, I 

base my conceptual understanding of CE on Kirchherr et al.’s definition. In the next section, I 

will discuss the core principles of a CE. 

2.1.3 Circularity Strategies and Core Principles 

Similar to the variety of CE definitions, there are a number of different strategies for 

achieving a CE. The most common set of principles are the so-called ‘3Rs’ (reduce, reuse, and 

recycle), which are discussed by authors such as Ghisellini et al. (2016), Haas et al., (2015), or 

Yuan et al. (2008). It is to note that the number of Rs has multiplied over time (Ekins et al., 

2019). Potting et al. (2017), for example, identified a total of 9Rs, which they ranked according 

to their level of circularity (Figure 1). 

 
2 Inter-generational equity refers to fairness and justice in the distribution of resources and benefits between 
different generations, ensuring that present actions do not compromise the well-being and opportunities of future 
generations. Intra-generational equity, on the other hand, focuses on fairness and justice within a single generation, 
aiming to address disparities and ensure that resources and benefits are distributed equitably among individuals 
within the same generation (IPBES, 2018). 
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Source: Potting et al. (2017, p. 5). 
 

As mentioned previously, Blomsma and Brennan (2017) focus primarily on CE strategies 

that seek to extend the life of resources. In this regard, the authors coined the term ‘resource 

life-extending strategies’ (RLESs), which include activities such as “reuse, recycling, 

remanufacturing, servitization, repair, waste-to-energy, product longevity approaches, and the 

cascading of substances (i.e., the transformation of materials through various use phases)” 

(Blomsma and Brennan, 2017, p. 606). Another noteworthy publication is an OECD working 

paper from 2018 which argued that a CE is characterised by the following key features: 

increased product repair and remanufacture, increased material recycling, more robust long-

lived products through design, increased produce reuse and repair, increased material 

productivity, improved asset utilisation, and modified consumer behaviour. According to the 

authors, these strategies ultimately lead to a decreased demand for new goods (and virgin 

materials), the substitution of secondary raw materials in production, an expanded secondary 

Figure 1. Circularity strategies within the production chain, in order of priority. 
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sector, more durable and repairable products, and expanded sharing and service economies 

(McCarthy et al., 2018). 

While it is beyond the scope of this paper to discuss these strategies in greater detail, it 

is important to note that they all aim to reform the current economic system (Kirchherr et al., 

2017). As Ekins et al. (2019, p. 17) point out, this “will require new business models [...] that 

are part of a whole-system perspective on resource use, and incorporate closed supply chains, 

regenerative design, and reverse logistics that increase the life of products, thereby maintaining 

for a longer period the value in their materials and the overall value derived from them, so that 

fewer materials end up as wastes.” As some have argued, such disruptive business models 

could potentially also lead to new ways of thinking about economic growth (Esposito et al., 

2017). In this sense, the CE entails a shift of paradigm, requiring significant changes in the way 

that society legislates, produces, and consumes (Prieto-Sandoval et al., 2018). At the same time, 

several scholars point out that “the literature on the circular economy is generally premised on 

reforming the current capitalist model of continued economic growth rather than on building 

alternative forms of economies” (Bradley & Persson, 2022, p. 1323; see also Ghisellini et al., 

2016; Fratini et al., 2019; or Schulz et al., 2019). Bradley & Persson (2022, p. 1323) thus 

contrast CE models that entail a “fundamental transformation of society” with those that are 

solely a “continuation of eco-modernist logics [...].” As I will show in the next section, the 

latter still dominate today, which is ultimately why the social impacts of the CE have not yet 

been properly addressed. 

2.1.4 Critiques and Limitations 

Over the past years, the CE model has faced an increasing number of criticisms that 

underlined some central shortcomings and limitations of the concept. In the following, I present 

the main theoretical, practical, and political critiques that have been raised in recent scientific 

literature. Firstly, as pointed out earlier, critics highlight the fact the CE lacks a commonly 

accepted definition and is often confused with similar concepts (Alhawari et al., 2021; 

Kirchherr et al., 2017). For example, Geisendorf & Pietrulla (2018) identified a variety of 

concepts with a circular approach, including the blue economy, cradle-to-cradle, closed-loop 

supply chains, industrial ecology, reverse logistics, low waste production, or biomimicry. They 

point out that “[b]ecause of the abundance of related terms, some scholars even claim that the 

CE stands on ‘shaky ground’” (Geisendorf & Pietrulla, 2018, p. 772). Indeed, this conceptual 

fragmentation can be problematic, as it makes it difficult to know what the CE is actually about 
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and has led some scholars to call it as an “essentially contested concept” (Calisto Friant et al., 

2023, p. 2). 

Another important criticism concerns the lack of clarity in the implementation of the 

concept. As Corvellec et al. (2022, p. 424) point out, the CE “circulates widely as an idea and 

ideal, with stakeholders, scales, and different sectors identified; however, the “practicalities” 

[....] and actual enactments are limited and fragile.” It is true that there are various barriers that 

hamper the implementation of a CE at the levels of policies, organisations, and individual 

consumers. For instance, de Jesus & Mendonça (2018, p. 78) cite a number of different barriers 

to circular business model developments, including “technical barriers such as an inappropriate 

technology, or lack of technical support and training; economic barriers such as capital 

requirements, high initial costs, or uncertain return and profit; institutional and regulatory 

barriers such as a lack of a conducive legal system, or a deficient institutional framework; and 

social and cultural barriers such as a rigidity of consumer behaviour and businesses routines.” 

It has therefore been pointed out that linear technologies continue to dominate the market 

despite their inefficiency (Korhonen et al., 2018), and that it remains challenging to scale up 

circular innovations (Brandão et al., 2020). 

Thirdly, some critics question the contributions of the CE to environmental sustainability. 

For example, Hart & Pomponi (2021, p. 127) argue that while “some CE initiatives may lead 

to the decoupling of economic growth from resource extraction, this does not necessarily equate 

to reducing the rate of extraction.” Zink & Geyer (2017) even talk of a ‘circular economy 

rebound’ effect. Drawing parallels to the issue of energy efficiency rebound, the authors argue 

that the “[CE] rebound occurs when circular economy activities, which have lower per-unit-

production impacts, also cause increased levels of production, reducing their benefit” (Zink & 

Geyer, 2017, p. 593). Similar concerns are also shared by other researchers. Korhonen et al. 

(2018), for instance, have pointed to the fact that the potential short- and long-term 

environmental impacts of CE projects remain highly uncertain. Given these uncertainties, 

Corvellec et al. (2022, p. 426) have argued that “the only difference between a linear and a 

circular economy is that the negative environmental impact will take longer to occur in a 

circular economy.” 

While the environmental impacts of the CE have yet to be better understood, an 

increasing number of scholars also point to the fact that the CE is virtually silent on the social 

dimension (Blomsma & Brennan, 2017; Hobson & Lynch, 2016; Sauvé et al., 2016). As 

Murray et al. (2017, p. 376) put it: “It is unclear how the concept of the Circular Economy will 

lead to greater social equality, in terms of inter- and intra-generational equity, gender, racial 
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and religious equality and other diversity, financial equality, or in terms of equality of social 

opportunity.” Indeed, mainstream visions of CE – including those of the EMF or the European 

Commission – are based on an ‘eco-modernist logic’ that describes CE as a technocratic and 

depoliticised process (Bradley & Persson, 2022; Niskanen et al., 2020). This becomes 

particularly evident when considering the role of citizens (generally referred to as ‘users’ or 

‘consumers’)3 in mainstream CE discourses. As various scholars point out, the role of citizens 

in the CE is largely underdeveloped in both academic literature and policy-making (Hobson & 

Lynch, 2016; Kirchherr et al., 2017). Bauwens et al. (2020) have called this phenomenon 

‘circular modernism’, where “large corporations take centre stage, and citizens are placed in 

the peripheral role of embracing circular practices” (Bradley & Persson, 2022, p. 1323). Given 

the neglect of the role of the citizen, some have questioned if CE approaches can truly change 

business-as-usual approaches and create economies that are able to operate within the planetary 

boundaries4 (Ghisellini et al., 2016; Hobson & Lynch 2016; Fratini et al., 2019; Schulz et al., 

2019). Additionally, mainstream CE visions assume “that consumers would be responsible or 

rational enablers of this system overlooking the vast literature that discredits such a ‘rational 

consumer’ approach” (Camacho-Otero et al., 2020, p. 74). Consequentially, Camacho-Otero et 

al. (2020, p. 74) argue that if the CE “is to become reality or normality, further examination of 

its implications for consumption and consumers is required.” Against this background, the 

following chapter takes a closer look at the consumption side and discusses the role of citizens 

in the CE. 

2.2 The Circular Economy from a Consumption Perspective 

As discussed in the previous chapter, implementing a CE requires significant changes in 

both production and consumption systems (Camacho-Otero et al., 2018). However, most of the 

literature related to the CE only focuses on the production side, analysing circular business 

models (Rizos et al., 2017), delving into methods for creating circular value propositions 

(Lewandowski, 2016), or discussing the advantages of implementing such models (EMF, 

2013). Consequently, the consumption side of the CE remains underdeveloped in the current 

 
3 The terms ‘consumer’, ‘user’ and ‘citizen’ are used interchangeably in this thesis. However, it should be noted 
that the term ‘citizen’ emphasises the political role of individuals, whereas the terms ‘consumer’ and ‘user’ have 
a more passive connotation. Later in this thesis I will also introduce the term ‘citizen-consumer’ to describe the 
hybrid role that people have as consumers, citizens, and activists. 
4 The term ‘planetary boundaries’ refers to a concept introduced by scientists to define and understand the limits 
within which human activities can operate without causing irreversible harm to the Earth’s ecosystems. It 
identifies a set of critical environmental thresholds or boundaries that, if crossed, could trigger abrupt and 
potentially catastrophic changes to the planet’s functioning (Rockström et al., 2009). 
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literature. Analysing 114 papers that define the CE, Kirchherr et al. (2017) found that only 19% 

considered consumption. Furthermore, Borrello et al. (2017) underline that there is only limited 

understanding of the reasons why consumers may choose to engage or not engage in circular 

practices. According to Kirchherr et al. (2017, p. 228), “[t]his negligence of the consumer in 

CE definitions may be reflective of a research gap regarding the consumers’ perspective on 

CE.” It has further been pointed out that the lack of consumer acceptance of circular solutions 

is one of the main barriers to moving towards a CE (Camacho-Otero et al., 2018; Szilagyi et 

al., 2022; Tukker, 2015). To overcome these challenges, it is important to understand how 

consumption and consumers are affected by the CE (Kirchherr et al., 2017). As Camacho-Otero 

et al. (2018, p. 2) underline, “the circular economy might translate into significant changes in 

people’s everyday lives, but there seems to be little understanding of such alterations in the 

scientific literature, and the policies promoting the circular economy.” Addressing this point, 

this chapter first looks at circular consumption behaviours and circular business models, before 

critically assessing the role of the user-consumer (i.e., the citizen) in current CE approaches. 

2.2.1 Circular Consumption Behaviours and Business Models 

According to researchers from the field of consumption studies, consumption is defined 

as “a process whereby agents engage in appropriation and appreciation, whether for utilitarian, 

expressive or contemplative purposes, of goods, services, performances, information or 

ambience, whether purchased or not, over which the agent has some degree of discretion” 

(Warde, 2005, p. 137). Based on the work of Evans (2018), Camacho-Otero et al. (2020) 

identified six main phases of consumption: acquisition, appropriation, appreciation, 

devaluation, divestment, and disposition. Drawing on the CE definition of Kirchherr et al. 

(2017), the authors argue that “circular consumption is then the process of acquisition, 

appropriation, appreciation, devaluation, divestment and disposal of products and services that 

allows for reducing, or alternatively, reusing, recycling and recovering of materials” 

(Camacho-Otero et al., 2020, p. 75). This means that in a CE, consumers would need to engage 

in a series of behaviours that enable circular consumption. Following the six different 

consumption stages, Camacho-Otero et al. (2020) present a diagram of different circular 

consumption activities, which are displayed in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2. Circular consumption behaviours. 

 
 

Source: Camacho-Otero et al. (2020, p. 76). 

 

For instance, during the acquisition phase, consumers would purchase pre-owned, 

remanufactured, refurbished, or recycled products. Alternatively, consumers – or in this case 

users – could also rent a product or a service. During the ‘use-phase’ (i.e., appropriation, 

appreciation, devaluation, divestment), products and goods should be used as long as possible, 

in order to reduce the need for new materials. During this phase, consumers could, for example, 

retain or repair products. Finally, during the disposition phase, consumers should be 

encouraged to re-enter products into the system by either returning them for repair and resale, 

reselling them themselves, or giving them away (Camacho-Otero et al., 2020). As Camacho-

Otero et al. (2020, p. 3) further underline, a CE “requires more than swapping one type of 

product purchase for an equivalent more ‘sustainable’ or ‘green’ acquisition.” In fact, as shown 

in the description above, it requires fundamental changes in consumption behaviour “in order 

to bring about a full scale transition away from linear systems and reduce the need for primary 

energy and material production” (Camacho-Otero et al., 2020, pp. 3–4). 
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In an attempt to facilitate the transition to a CE, recent years have seen a proliferation of 

circular consumption models such as remanufactured products, product service systems (PSS), 

the sharing economy, or collaborative consumption (Camacho-Otero et al., 2018). While it is 

beyond the scope of this paper to discuss these business models in greater detail, it is to note 

that clear definitions and a comprehensive list of circular business models are still lacking 

(Camacho-Otero et al., 2018). For instance, while Bocken et al. (2016) identified 6 circular 

business models, Lewandowski (2016) presented over 25 different strategies. At the same time, 

a growing number of studies have looked at what motivates consumers to change their 

behaviour and how to promote circular consumption (Camacho-Otero et al., 2018; 2020; 

Gullstrand Edbring et al., 2016; Szilagyi et al., 2022). 

While the issues around consumer participation in circular business models are not yet 

fully resolved, it is worth noting that more critical voices have already questioned the actual 

environmental benefits of such approaches. For example, Camacho-Otero et al. (2018, p. 2) 

point out that “there is no conclusive evidence” that the sustainability promise of circular 

consumption strategies is being fulfilled. As previously mentioned, some studies suggest that 

CE business models actually increase the demand for resources (Hobson & Lynch, 2016; Iran 

& Schrader, 2017). According to Zink & Geyer (2017, p. 594), there is therefore “no a priori 

reason to assume a closed loop is superior.” As the authors argue, the central question is 

whether “secondary production actually prevents primary production” (Zink & Geyer, 2017, 

p. 594). In other words, “does the recycling of goods so that they can be used again (secondary 

production) replace and prevent raw materials (primary production) from entering resources 

streams?” (Hobson, 2021, p. 167). Such critical takes on circular business models conflict with 

current mainstream views of the CE, which emphasise the financial gains to be made (often 

presented as a ‘win-win’ situation). For example, as the EMF (2013, p. 5) puts it, the CE 

presents businesses with “an economic opportunity worth billions.” Thus, the question arises 

if new circular business models can really address the root of the problem (i.e., 

overconsumption and unregulated capitalism) or if they are not more than just “(green) business 

as usual” (Hobson, 2021, p. 167). According to Hobson (2021, p. 172), achieving fundamental 

change would require CE models that “go beyond the modus operandi of consumerism.” To be 

successful, such practices need to create “emotional and motivational engagements [...] that 

recalibrate our relations with the socio-materialities of everyday lives, and each other” 

(Hobson, 2021, p. 172). This also points to the urgent need for a new framing of the citizen 

within the CE: one that actually allows for a profound social change. 
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2.2.2 Reframing the Role of the Citizen in the CE 

Citizens’ perspectives are largely ignored in most CE literature (Kirchherr et al., 2017). 

When citizens (usually referred to as ‘consumers’ or ‘users’) are mentioned, they are usually 

portrayed as “passive and rational recipients that will follow labels and other production-side 

signals when making decisions” (Camacho-Otero, 2018, p. 2). Hobson & Lynch (2016, p. 16) 

therefore argue that “the role of the citizen thus appears to be fundamentally one of accepting 

or rejecting new and diverse business models.” According to Spekkink et al. (2022, p. 2), “[t]his 

view is rooted in the assumption that the transition to the CE is a matter of technological and 

policy-driven innovation, with market forces acting as the key drivers of change [...] and with 

civil society being largely at the receiving end of these changes [...].” 

In recent years, however, the role of the consumer in the CE has received more attention. 

For example, Ghisellini et al. (2016, p. 19) note that “the promotion of consumer responsibility 

is crucial for enhancing the [CE]”, while Gallaud & Laperche (2016) argue that the consumer 

is the most central enabler of circular business models. According to Maitre-Ekern & 

Dalhammar (2019), focusing on consumers is crucial because they are at the centre of the value 

chain. “Achieving the goals of the CE will not be possible without their involvement. 

Consumers contribute to the CE notably by purchasing more durable products, with their 

readiness to repair items and by properly disposing of waste products” (Maitre-Ekern & 

Dalhammar, 2019, p. 395). As Maitre-Ekern & Dalhammar (2019, p. 398) further argue, 

“consumers cannot keep being considered merely as the vulnerable party that needs protecting, 

but as an agent of change, whose behaviour will make a difference in the struggle for 

sustainability.” In their paper, they outline six key roles that consumers can play in the CE: 

purchaser, maintainer, repairer, seller, sharer and collaborator, or waste manager (Figure 3).  



16 

Figure 3. Attempted mapping of the roles of consumers in the CE. 

 
Source: Maitre-Ekern & Dalhammar (2019, p. 399). 

 

Framing consumers as active agents challenges the depoliticised role of citizens within 

prevailing CE approaches (Hobson & Lynch, 2016). At the same time, so-called ‘alternative 

consumer practices’ (Littler, 2009) can be understood as a “form of resistance to the dominant 

‘throwaway’ paradigm” (Graziano & Trogal, 2017, p. 635), with the aim of creating a new 

consumption culture. According to Korhonen et al. (2018, p. 41), such new consumption 

systems are characterised by “user groups and communities sharing the use of the function, 

service and value of physical products [...] as opposed to individuals that only own and 

consume (“run down”) the physical products.” As highlighted earlier, it remains questionable, 

however, to what extent such new forms of consumption can effectively reform consumerism 

(Hobson & Lynch, 2016; Tukker, 2015). 

Another important concept is the so-called ‘citizen-consumer’ (Johnston, 2008). As 

Bradley & Persson (2022, p. 1322) explain, the citizen-consumer concept emphasises “the 

hybrid role that people have as consumers, citizens and activists, reaching beyond the notion 

of individuals as simply self-interested consumers.” Originating from ethical consumer 

discourse and ideas of consumer activism, the concept assumes that people can incorporate the 
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values associated with their roles as citizens into their decision-making process as consumers 

(Lockie, 2009; Seyfang, 2006). In other words, citizens are being framed as active agents who 

can bring about progressive social change through their consumption choices. On the other 

hand, the concept also emphasises the role of citizens in the political and economic system that 

goes beyond consumption. In fact, the notion of the citizen-consumer highlights the political 

power of citizens who have the potential to influence and change the economic system. The 

question now is how to strengthen this active role of citizens in the CE. Against this 

background, the next section outlines the idea of a circular society and discusses to what extent 

it can provide a potential pathway for future CE approaches. 

2.3 Towards a Circular Society 

2.3.1 Going Beyond ‘Weak’ Approaches to Sustainability 

Over the past years, various actors, including states, regions, and multiple organisations, 

have been promoting the CE as “a viable and desirable model of a future socio-economic 

system” (Hobson & Lynch, 2016, p. 17). The EMF (2015 p. 5), for example, argues that the 

CE “has the potential to help us make better decisions about resource use, design out waste, 

provide added value for business, and proceed along a secure route to society-wide prosperity 

and environmental sustainability for future generations.” In that sense, the CE is portrayed as 

a “radical shift in perspective” (EMF, 2015, p. 29), which is enabled by technological 

innovations and the right policy environment. This narrative suggests that environmental, 

social, and economic goals can be reconciled without fundamentally disrupting the status quo 

in terms of power, norms, and politics (Dauvergne, 2008; Hobson & Lynch, 2016). Based on 

the idea of ‘green growth’ (e.g., Hickel & Kallis, 2020), these approaches therefore point to 

“the possibility of overcoming environmental crises without leaving the path of modernization” 

(Gibbs, 2006, p. 196). 

However, as already mentioned, critics have questioned whether current CE approaches 

can actually achieve the socio-economic and environmental objectives they actively seek to 

promote. According to Hobson & Lynch (2016), this is in fact not the case. As the authors 

underline, current CE approaches represent a ‘weak’ rather than a ‘strong’ form of 

sustainability that is mainly characterised by the framing of citizens as passive users or 

consumers. In short, they argue that “whereas the CE may appear radical from a twentieth 

century technical-industrial and business model perspective, it arguably reinforces the social 

norms, expectations and roles ascribed to us all within the post-industrial, service and 
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consumption-based capitalist economies of the Global North, and increasingly, the Global 

South” (Hobson & Lynch, 2016, p. 18). What is needed, therefore, is a new socio-economic 

system and forms of consumption that “disrupt mainstream economies and consumerism, 

improve social cohesion, and contribute to the minimization of resource use” (Heinrichs, 2013, 

p. 229). To achieve such a transformative shift, scholars have underlined the pivotal role of 

citizens and civil society (Jaeger-Erben et al., 2021). Spekkink et al. (2022, p. 2), for example, 

argue “that all societal actors need to be involved in a socioecological transformation toward 

circularity.” It is against this background that the idea of a CS has emerged over the past few 

years. However, it remains unclear what such a CS would look like. As Hobson & Lynch (2016, 

p. 16) put it: “What form then could and should circular socio-economic institutions, norms 

and shared practices take, and what processes, values and actors will get us there?” 

2.3.2 What Would a Future Circular Society Look Like? 

The question of what a future CS – or a future CE in general – might look like has not 

yet received much attention. In fact, the majority of studies on CE do not address possible 

future scenarios at all (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). Moreover, as outlined in previous sections of 

this paper, there is only little understanding of the impact of the CE on citizens and how they 

can play an active role in driving the transition to a CE (Kirchherr et al. 2017). 

In an attempt to address some of these questions, Bakker et al. (2018) present two CE 

scenarios that have varying impacts on consumers. The first scenario involves companies 

providing services where they own and maintain products, while consumers access them 

without the responsibility of ownership. As the authors argue, this would result in a low level 

of effort for consumers to consume sustainably, as they would not have to worry about the 

burdens of ownership such as maintenance, repair, and disposal. In the second scenario, 

consumers actively take part in the CE through local initiatives such as repair cafés and peer-

to-peer sharing, giving them control and responsibility over their products. Addressing the 

differences between these two scenarios also requires a “debate on the questions of power and 

equity in the transition towards circular economies” (Bradley & Persson, 2022, p. 1323). As 

Bradley & Persson (2022, p. 1323) note, “the path towards more circular economies is not a 

consensus win-win journey, but is instead characterised by diverging perspectives on the roles 

and powers of citizen-consumers and corporations as well as on the control of materials, skills, 

and resources.” This argument, then, points to Tukker’s (2015, p. 88) comment that the key 

goal for “consumers is to have control over things, artifacts, and life itself.” Achieving this, 

however, will require more than just a new set of consumption practices and innovative 
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business models. In fact, in the words of Hobson (2021, p. 173), it “points towards the CE as 

being nothing short of a recalibration of our socio-material lives, if the ambitions of the agenda 

are in any way to be matched by the systemic transformations it will indeed require.” 

The role of the citizen in a future CS is therefore an important one. On the one hand, 

citizens ‘perform the CE’ by adopting circular consumption practices such as repairing or 

reselling. On the other hand, and more importantly, citizens reinforce the transition towards the 

CE by promoting new socio-economic visions such as conviviality and non-market relations 

(Bradley & Persson, 2022). As Spekkink et al. (2022, p. 2) note, however, “realizing this 

potential for change through consumer action requires conscious coordination among 

consumers, in the absence of which consumers are more likely to continue their ‘regular’ 

consumption behavior.” The CS is therefore also a political project that is characterised by 

citizen-led bottom-up initiatives such as community repair initiatives (Bradley & Persson, 

2022), waste collection organisations (Gutberlet et al., 2017), or the maker movement 

(Unterfrauner et al., 2019). As Spekkink et al. (2022, p. 2) further point out, “[i]t is therefore 

important to also investigate the roles of civil society in which conscious coordination does 

take place in (transitions to) the CE, such as in organized citizen initiatives.” 

Finally, in their paper entitled ‘There is no sustainable circular economy without a 

circular society’, Jaeger-Erben et al. (2021) discuss some of the main points that should be 

integrated in a CS. First, they argue that a CS should establish a homeostasis between 

ecological, social, and technological systems, through “a re-valuation of human labor and an 

enhanced role and conditions for productive work, service provision and do-it-yourself (DIY) 

activities” (Jaeger-Erben et al., 2021, p. 1). While these aspects are rarely acknowledged in 

mainstream CE debates today, they were addressed by early CE proponents such as Stahel 

(1982; 2016). As Jaeger-Erben et al. (2021) further argue, the goal of a CS is to transform the 

way we interact with each other and with nature by emphasising values such as care, 

connectivity, and cooperation, rather than neglect, separation, and rivalry. This, in turn, 

requires a rethinking of our relationships with both humans and the natural world. Secondly, a 

CS should challenge and transform capitalist value definitions. In the current linear and 

capitalist economic system, value creation is profoundly intertwined with social and ecological 

destruction. As highlighted earlier, although current CE approaches aim to decouple value 

creation from (at least environmental) destruction, they tend to fall short of this promise 

(Bradley & Persson, 2022). Jaeger-Erben et al. (2021, p. 2) thus argue that “[m]ulti-

dimensional concepts of value creation are needed that define qualitative and quantitative 

indicators for social and ecological value creation and which take into account the many forms 
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of work (care work, informal work, community work, do-it-yourself) that contribute to societal 

well-being.” Thirdly, a CS should emphasise the significance of sufficiency and systems of 

provision that promote reduced consumption and circular activities such as refuse, rethink, and 

reduce. Lastly, and connected to the previous point, a CS should foster agency rather than 

passivity. As Jaeger-Erben et al. (2021) argue, citizens should have the ability and opportunity 

to take part in circular systems of production and consumption. This could involve participating 

in activities such as co-designing and co-creating products and services, as well as engaging in 

social innovation processes related to DIY, repair, and care. Moreover, people should be 

encouraged to form communities centred around collaborative consumption and peer 

production practices. However, while these are promising approaches, Jaeger-Erben et al. 

(2021, p. 2) point out that “[t]he CS debate is still young, dynamic and in many parts more 

visionary than practical.” It is thus the aim of this paper to contribute to this emerging debate, 

by outlining the key elements of a CS and discussing the role of citizens, businesses, and the 

state in such a model.  
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III Research Gap and Research Questions 

In the face of the escalating global climate crisis and intensifying resource scarcity, the 

CE concept arguably offers a welcome beacon of hope that a balance between environmental, 

social, and economic goals can still be achieved. While the ideas of the CE are by no means 

new, it seems that the current global context has finally allowed for their rapid proliferation. 

Indeed, in recent years a growing number of governments, businesses, NGOs, and academics 

have embraced and promoted the CE concept (Hobson, 2021). At the same time, the CE is 

framed not only as a remedy for the multiple and deepening environmental issues, but also as 

an important comparative advantage in today’s global economy. For example, as the European 

Commission (2015, p. 1) states in its ‘EU action plan for the Circular Economy’, the promotion 

of a CE will enable the EU to move toward “a sustainable, low carbon, resource efficient and 

competitive economy [and] to transform our economy and generate new and sustainable 

competitive advantages for Europe.” By replacing the traditional linear economic model with 

new practices such as recycling, repair and reuse, the CE promises nothing less than 

“sustainable growth in the context of mounting pressures on global resources” (Hobson & 

Lynch, 2016, p. 17). 

However, as I have shown in the literature review of this thesis, current CE approaches 

often fail to go beyond rebranding and repackaging ‘weak’ sustainability agendas that have 

been in place for decades. As Hobson (2020, p. 163) writes, the “focus on continued economic 

growth has created and entrenched various forms of ‘green accumulation’ [...], which has done 

little to transform prevailing economic systems, norms, and practices.” Consequently, despite 

increased recycling rates and the proliferation of better product designs, the global demand of 

resources is still set to increase further in the coming years (International Resource Panel, 

2020). Thus, while some applaud the CE as a fundamentally new ‘technological revolution’ 

(EMF, 2013), others argue that CE proponents are echoing eco-modernist visions and that the 

CE is nothing more than a simple recalibration of capitalism (Hobson & Lynch, 2016). Taking 

a step back, I argue that at the heart of this debate is the question of how a CE can actually 

achieve a large-scale socio-economic transformation that allows for the creation of an 

economic system that operates within the limits of our planetary boundaries. Based on the 

preceding literature review, I argue that current CE approaches are ill-equipped to enable such 

a transformation since they fail to address the social dimension of the CE. As I have shown 

earlier, current framings of the CE do not adequately consider the role of citizens and neglect 

the broader socio-economic implications of a circular future. Instead, current CE models are 
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mainly framed as “new business and market development opportunities [that] can be realised, 

in part, through recalibrating supply chains [...] and creating new ‘circular’ business models 

[...] that keep the consumer doing exactly that: consuming” (Hobson, 2021, p. 169). 

Against this background, this thesis seeks to contribute to the emerging critical discussion 

on the role of citizens in current CE approaches and how their involvement in the CE can be 

strengthened. In this sense, I address Hobson’s (2021, p. 173) point calling “for critical research 

into CE user-consumer roles [that] goes beyond restating arguments about the 

‘responsibilization’ of the consumer [...], where the (environmental) buck is passed down from 

businesses and governments to us all, as the (alleged) sovereign consumers to whom markets 

are merely responding.” What is needed, then, is a new culture of consumption and a CE model 

that offers “an alternative framing that is going beyond growth, technology and market-based 

solutions” (Jaeger-Erben et al., 2021, p. 1). Focusing on these points, the aim of this thesis is 

to contribute to the emerging debate on the need for a CS and to discuss the role of citizens, 

businesses, and the state in such a model. To put it in the words of Hobson & Lynch (2016, p. 

22), “if the CE is indeed the next big political and economic project [...], then the role, potential 

and place of the citizen – and indeed the economy as a complex socio-political entity – needs 

to be subject to further critical consideration, including engagement with more ‘radical’ ideas 

about the pathways, aims and roles ascribed to us all within a more circular society [...].” Given 

the fact that the CS concept has only been introduced in CE research in the past few years, it 

still lacks a commonly accepted definition as well as agreement on its defining principles, 

norms, and its socio-political impacts. Addressing these gaps, this thesis focuses on the 

following two research questions: 

 

What are the key elements of a circular society? 

What role do citizens, businesses, and the state play in a circular society? 

 

In the following chapters, I will first outline the theoretical foundations of my thesis and 

outline the method employed in this paper, before presenting and discussing my main findings 

in the analysis section.  
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IV Theoretical Framework 

For its theoretical underpinnings, this paper draws on work from both degrowth and 

sustainable consumption research. While the two fields present different solutions to current 

socio-environmental problems, I argue that they both offer important insights for the 

subsequent discussion on what a future CS might look like. 

4.1 Degrowth 

Since its emergence in the 1970s, degrowth – or décroissance in its original French form 

– has developed into a fundamental critique of the prevailing ideology of economic growth and 

capitalist accumulation (Akbulut, 2021). At its core, degrowth calls for material downscaling 

and radically questions mainstream economic imperatives such as efficiency and profit 

maximisation (Demaria et al., 2013). While the history of degrowth can be traced back to 

various sources and traditions, two lines of thinking have dominated its conceptual emergence. 

On the one hand, the development of the degrowth paradigm was heavily influenced by Nicolas 

Georgescu-Roegen’s (1971) thermodynamic theory of economic processes. Based on the 

second law of thermodynamics, Georgescu-Roegen argued that economic processes 

necessarily involve the conversion of low-entropy energy and materials into high-entropy 

waste and pollution. As a result, he argued, energy is lost and becomes unusable in the form of 

waste or heat during every production process. Georgescu-Roegen’s theory has since been 

employed as a fundamental critique of the various forms of eco-modernisation. As Akbulut 

(2021, p. 100) argues: “As complete recycling of energy is impossible, biophysical limits to 

growth, in the form of resource-availability or waste-absorption capacities, are binding. Even 

a nongrowing economy would always need fresh sources of energy and materials, ultimately 

depleting environmental resources and/or sinks.” Indeed, there is a lack of empirical evidence 

that economic growth can be effectively decoupled from its environmental impacts, even if 

more environmentally efficient production or recycling technologies were to be developed 

(Hickel & Kallis, 2020). Degrowth advocates therefore call for a reduction in the material and 

energy consumption of economies, arguing that this can only be achieved through a process of 

downsizing, not through future advances in innovation (Akbulut, 2021). 

The second line of thought, on the other hand, suggests that infinite growth, even if 

achievable, is per se undesirable (Akbulut, 2021). Based on the ideals of autonomy and 

democracy, this second group of thinkers argues that “the increased scale of economic activity 

undermines the ability to self-govern” (Akbulut, 2021, p. 101). For Latouche (2005b), for 
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example, autonomy “is intrinsically linked to exiting a social imaginary dominated by 

economism and thus to liberation from an externally imposed growth imperative” (in Akbulut, 

2021, p. 101). He thus calls for a “decolonisation the imaginary” (Latouche, 2005a), which 

refers to the process of separating social interactions, roles, and actions from economic 

concepts and demands, and reclaiming their political significance by establishing avenues for 

collective decision-making (Akbulut, 2021). In this sense, as underlined by Akbulut (2021, p. 

101), “reimagining and reconstructing the economic sphere as a domain where democratic and 

intentional decisions can be made is an integral component of degrowth.” 

Based on the considerations outlined above, it becomes apparent that degrowth goes 

beyond simple material downscaling and the reduction of economic accumulation. Instead, 

degrowth calls for a far more encompassing social, economic, and political transformation 

(Kallis, 2011). As Akbulut (2021, p. 99) puts it, “degrowth is not only a quantitative issue of 

doing less of the same but is also a qualitative issue of doing differently. It denotes a 

reorientation of economic relations toward a different structure, along different principles, in 

order to serve different functions” (original emphasis). Degrowth thus proposes a shift towards 

a society that organises its social metabolism – i.e., the set of material and energy flows that 

take place between the natural environment and society – differently. This reorganisation is 

guided by principles such as autonomy, justice, solidarity, democracy, conviviality, sharing, 

and care (Akbulut, 2021; Kallis et al., 2015). 

Although the degrowth paradigm has gained increasing attention in recent years, it has 

come under attack on many fronts. One of the key critiques is the allegation “that there is no 

single defensible definition in the degrowth literature of what is it that has to degrow” (Kallis, 

2011, p. 873). As underlined by Akbulut (2021, p. 102), the fact that a considerable number of 

people do not have access to essential material requirements is frequently cited “to endorse the 

idea that at least some things need to grow in some parts of the world” (original emphasis). It 

is important to note, however, that the degrowth literature acknowledges that even in an 

ecologically sustainable future, some economic activities will still need to grow. Kallis (2011), 

for example, adopts Latouche’s (2009a) concept of ‘selective degrowth’ which distinguishes 

between activities that need to degrow and those that can continue to grow. Specifically, Kallis 

argues that things like renewable-energy infrastructure, education and health services, or 

localised organic food production can still be beneficial and feasible even in an economy that 

aims to reduce its overall size. 

This point then turns our attention back to the question of what production and 

consumption activities are compatible with an environmentally sustainable future, and how 
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economic processes would need to be restructured to achieve this goal. The focus should 

therefore be on the qualitative aspect of capitalist processes, an area that has not yet received 

much attention in the degrowth literature (Akbulut, 2021). Against this background, the next 

section presents the main pillars of the literature on sustainable consumption in order to 

complete the theoretical foundation of this thesis. 

4.2 Sustainable Consumption 

While a degrowing economy may sound appealing (and urgently necessary) to some, the 

idea arguably faces a lot of headwinds in current political and economic debates. Indeed, it 

cannot be ignored that continued economic growth is perhaps one of the most important policy 

goals of modern post-war governments. According to the prevailing economic logic, household 

consumption levels are inherently linked to economic growth. The argument goes that if 

household consumption were to decrease, economic growth would come to a halt, leading to 

the possibility of recession and rising unemployment, which could ultimately undermine the 

government’s reputation and credibility (Jackson, 2007). At the same time, however, it has 

been argued that “growth of the economy in no way guarantees increasing incomes for the 

majority of the population (an expectation based on the post-war experience), let alone an 

increase in welfare or quality of life” (Spangenberg, 2014, p. 62). In addition, as pointed out in 

previous sections of this thesis, overconsumption has been linked to rising resource scarcity 

and environmental degradation (Meadows et al., 1972). 

While these considerations are at the heart of both degrowth and sustainable consumption 

theory, the two approaches draw different conclusions from them. In fact, proponents of 

sustainable consumption argue that while degrowth policies might be successful in respecting 

the environmental limits of our planet, they fail to maintain current levels of welfare and quality 

of life (Schwartzman, 2012; Spangenberg, 2014). The sustainable consumption approach thus 

draws on the concept of sustainable development and emphasises the need to strike a balance 

between the two core elements of the concept, i.e., satisfying human needs and respecting the 

limits imposed by the environment (Spangenberg, 2014; World Commission on Environment 

and Development, 1987). Sustainable consumption proponents argue that “neither 

underconsumption nor overconsumption is sustainable. Any sustainable consumption policy 

worth its name must limit resource consumption in absolute terms [...]. It must also help 

eradicate poverty, that is socially unsustainable underconsumption, an objective so far pursued 

by economic growth strategies” (Spangenberg, 2014, p. 62). In short, sustainable consumption 
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aims to reconcile social and environmental concerns by maintaining or improving living 

standards in the face of diminishing resource availability. 

The so-called ‘environmental space’ concept was one of the earliest ideas that sought to 

find a balance between socially unsustainable underconsumption and environmentally 

unsustainable overconsumption (Spangenberg, 2014). First introduced by J. B. Opschoor in 

1987, the environmental space describes an area of sustainable consumption, where “[t]he 

planetary boundaries help to quantify the “ceiling,” while the social protection floor concept 

operationalizes the linea de dignidad, the minimal conditions for a dignified life” 

(Spangenberg, 2014, p. 62, original emphasis). To achieve this goal, Spangenberg (2014) 

proposes a shift in consumption patterns toward “better but less” for affluent groups, and 

“enough and better” for the people who are still living in poverty. 

Another central point in this debate is the question of how economic consumption (i.e., 

the consumption of goods and services) can be decoupled from material resource consumption 

(i.e., the consumption of material inputs necessary to manufacture goods and services) 

(Jackson, 2007). One proposed solution is the so-called ‘green growth’ theory, which “asserts 

that continued economic expansion is compatible with our planet’s ecology, as technological 

change and substitution will allow us to absolutely decouple GDP growth from resource use 

and carbon emissions” (Hickel & Kallis, 2020, p. 469). On the one hand, green growth policies 

have the objective of promoting environmentally friendly production and products, for instance 

by providing R&D subsidies for green technologies, levying environmental taxes, or enforcing 

regulations such as emission or efficiency standards. On the other hand, green growth policies 

also aim to increase consumer adoption of ‘green’ innovations by promoting environmental 

awareness and motivating consumers to select environmentally friendly products (Geels et al., 

2015). However, while green growth policies have received considerable attention in recent 

years, their impact on environmental and social sustainability has been limited (Dale et al., 

2016). As Geels et al., (2015, p. 4) point out, green growth approaches have “the tendency to 

focus on short-term efficiency gains on a product-by-product basis rather than on longer-term, 

multi-actor changes in socio-technical systems and practices.” Other studies also echo the 

concern that a simple proliferation of new green innovations, coupled with market instruments 

and information provision, will not be sufficient to address the scale and urgency of the global 

environmental problems at hand (Geels et al., 2015; Unmüßig et al., 2012). As Hickel & Kallis 

(2020, p. 469) argue, for instance, “there is no empirical evidence that absolute decoupling 

from resource use can be achieved on a global scale against a background of continued 

economic growth.” 
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Despite these critiques, sustainable consumption research has offered crucial insights in 

how consumers and businesses are embedded in social and politico-economic structures such 

as routines, conventions, habits, or the institutional embeddedness of markets (Geels et al., 

2015). Furthermore, research on consumer behaviour has highlighted the socio-cultural 

meanings as well as the subconscious mechanisms related to consumption (Kennedy et al., 

2015; Sanne, 2002). For example, Jackson (2007, p. 260) writes that consumption serves not 

only the satisfaction of functional needs, but it also plays a crucial role in “the construction of 

identity, the pursuit of status and social distinction, the maintenance of social cohesion, social 

and/or sexual selection, negotiation of the boundary between the sacred and the profane, and 

the pursuit of personal and collective meaning.” At the same time, people often fail to change 

unsustainable consumption patterns due to factors beyond their control. For instance, 

consumers find themselves ‘locked in’ to unsustainable behaviours due to ‘perverse’ incentive 

structures such as economic constraints, institutional barriers, or inequalities in access 

(Jackson, 2007). In short, when promoting the adoption of sustainable consumption practices, 

one cannot forget about the underlying factors that have an important influence on actual 

consumption practices. 

Attempting to combine the streams of research presented above, I argue that sustainable 

consumption research has the potential to inform degrowth thinking by increasing the 

applicability of degrowth theory in everyday life. Acknowledging the social, cultural, 

economic, and political dimensions of consumption, I draw on both degrowth and sustainable 

consumption research to theorise what a future CS could look like. In particular, I take up 

Latouche’s (2009a) concept of ‘selective degrowth’ and argue that while there is an urgent 

need to downsize our economies, certain goods and services will continue to grow in a CS. 

However, to address excessive economic growth and overconsumption, I argue that 

fundamentally different patterns of consumption and production are needed. Vergragt (2013, 

p. 124), for instance, suggests that societies should “foster new forms of business ownership, 

emphasize local and informal economies (self-provisioning, collaborative consumption, local 

currencies, time banks, product-to-service alternatives, and others), and possibly shorter 

working hours with mandated living wages.” Based on these considerations, the final part of 

this thesis presents a discussion on what a future CS might look like and what guiding principles 

it would follow. Before presenting the main analysis of my work, however, I will discuss the 

methodology of my thesis in the next section. 
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V Methodology 

This chapter presents the methodological approach of this research paper. The chapter 

starts with a discussion of the research approach and method. Next, the data collection process 

is explained. At the end of the chapter, some of the limitations of this thesis are addressed. 

5.1 Research Approach and Method 

This master’s thesis is based on a qualitative research approach. According to Denzin & 

Lincoln (2011, p. 3), “qualitative research involves an interpretive, naturalistic approach to the 

world. This means that qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting 

to make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them.” As 

Hancock et al. (2021) point out, a qualitative approach is more appropriate than a quantitative 

one in cases where there is only limited information available on a particular issue. Given the 

innovative nature of the CS concept, it was therefore appropriate to choose a qualitative 

methodology. Furthermore, a major advantage of qualitative research is its ability to explore 

social phenomena at a deeper level than relying solely on quantitative data (Silvermann, 2000). 

According to Rubin & Rubin (2012), the main qualitative data-gathering methods include 

participant observation, documentary analysis, conversational and narrative analysis, as well 

as in-depth qualitative interviews. In this thesis, I relied mainly on expert interviews to gather 

the qualitative data. Expert interviews aim to explore and collect data on a particular area of 

interest, focusing on the knowledge of experts in a specific field of activity (Meuser & Nagel, 

2009). Kaiser (2014) notes that an expert can be defined as an individual with extensive 

knowledge and expertise in a particular field, which is derived from their position, status, and 

recognised expertise in that subject matter. As highlighted by Rubin & Rubin (2012, p. 3), in-

depth qualitative interviews allow researchers to “explore in detail the experiences, motives, 

and opinions of others” as well as to gain insight into their view of the world. In total, eight 

interviews were conducted during the research process of this thesis. In terms of the sampling 

strategy, the choice of experts was based both on their expertise as well as their professional 

background. In a first step, a sample of CE experts from different fields, including academia, 

private sector, government, and civil society organisations, was compiled. In a second step, I 

reached out to these experts via Email or LinkedIn. It should be noted that most of the experts 

I have contacted did not respond to the request or were currently unavailable. The final sample 

is composed of two academics, two members of civil society organisations, and four 

representatives of the private sector. Table 1 provides a list of all interviewees, including their 
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current institution and sector. It should also be noted that some experts have experience in more 

than one sector, which is reflected in a more comprehensive overview in Appendix A. 

 

Table 1. List of Interviews. 
 

Nr. Date Name Institution/Company Sector 

1 04.05.2023 Nadja Hempel Hans Sauer Stiftung Civil society 

2 05.05.2023 Arthur Parry Fundatio Consulting Business 

3 05.05.2023 Martin Calisto Friant Autonomous University of 

Barcelona 

Academia 

4 11.05.2023 Brais Suárez Eiroa University of Vigo Academia 

5 11.05.2023 Tom Koch Rytec Switzerland Business 

6 12.05.2023 Natacha Klein Maneco Business 

7 15.05.2023 Josip Pervan World Business Council for 

Sustainable Development 

(WBCSD) 

Business 

8 17.05.2023 Felix Stähli Impact Hub Geneva & 

Lausanne 

Civil society 

 

Source: Author’s compilation. 

 

In addition to the interviews, secondary research was conducted to allow for a better 

understanding of certain aspects highlighted by the interviewees. As explained by Heaton 

(2008), secondary research consists of analysing pre-existing data that was originally collected 

for a different research purpose. In this thesis, secondary research was conducted using 

information from research journals, previous studies on the topic, and other documents 

obtained mainly from online sources including the websites of public agencies and government 

reports. In short, the integration of secondary research alongside the interviews enhanced the 

depth and breadth of the research and allowed to put the findings into a broader context. 

5.2 Data Collection 

As mentioned above, qualitative in-depth interviews were chosen as the main data 

collection method of this master’s thesis. Qualitative interviews can be divided into two main 

types: semi-structured and unstructured interviews (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). The data collection 

of this qualitative research paper was conducted through semi-structured interviews with open-
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ended questions. As highlighted by Horton et al. (2004, p. 340), semi-structured interviews 

“enable certain responses to be questioned in greater depth, and in particular to bring out and 

resolve apparent contradictions.” Moreover, the interviewees are granted a certain level of 

autonomy to freely express their emotions, thoughts, and experiences (Horton et al. 2004). 

According to Rubin & Rubin (2012), semi-structured interviews allow the researcher to focus 

on a particular topic that is defined in advance, using some key questions as a guideline. 

Accordingly, a set of guiding questions was prepared and used in all interviews. In addition, 

several follow-up questions were asked during the interview which emerged from the dialogue 

and allowed to obtain more in-depth information. 

Due to the different geographical locations of the interviewees, all interviews were 

conducted virtually via Webex. Notes were taken directly during the interviews as well as at a 

later stage while listening to the recordings. In a next step, the gathered interview data was 

transcribed and evaluated. All interview transcripts can be found in Appendix B. Once the 

interviews had been transcribed, thematic and content analysis approaches were used to 

evaluate the data (e.g., Vaismoradi et al., 2013). This method allowed to establish an 

overarching impression of the data and identify common themes in the responses. Following 

the approach of Brewster et al. (2014, p. 163), I first aimed to identify “broad topic areas or 

domains.” In a second step, I summarised “participants’ statements into core ideas that captured 

the main points in each domain.” Thirdly, I assessed “the consistency of each of the themes 

across individual cases.” Finally, I interpreted the findings and discussed them in relation to 

my research questions. 

5.3 Limitations 

The research process of this thesis has been subject to several limitations which are 

discussed in this section. Firstly, there is a sample size and selection bias which is due to the 

relatively small number of interviews conducted for this thesis. It is to note that the limited 

sample has a potential impact on the representativeness of the answers as well as the breadth 

of perspectives obtained. Furthermore, it limits the generalisability of the findings. It should 

also be noted that there is no government representative in the interview sample, which further 

limits the findings. 

The low number of interviews is mainly due to a second important limitation, namely 

time and resource constraints. Given the short timeframe of this thesis, it was not possible to 

conduct additional interviews. While a considerable number of interview requests were sent 
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out, the majority of them remained unanswered. Some key experts also declined to be 

interviewed due to time constraints on their part. The fact that some potential interviewees did 

not respond to the request therefore introduces the possibility of response bias. In other words, 

it is likely that some of the experts who declined to participate in an interview have different 

perspectives that consequentially were not included in the overall findings. In addition to the 

limited time available for data collection, there were also some constraints on access to certain 

experts or relevant secondary sources. 

A third limitation is the fact that the methodology of this thesis is mainly based on expert 

interviews and publicly available secondary data. Additional approaches, such as on-site visits 

of community-led CE initiatives or conferences, would have allowed to increase the diversity 

of data sources and perspectives. In addition, this would have allowed the data already collected 

to be placed in a broader context. However, due to limited time and resources, extensive on-

site visits were not possible.5 

Finally, it is important to highlight that, given the qualitative nature of this thesis, the 

analysis of the data is likely to be affected by subjectivity and researcher bias. In addition, it is 

to note that my presence and influence during the interviews may have impacted the responses 

provided by the interviewees. As highlighted by Alsaawi (2014), participants have a tendency 

to modify their responses or provide socially desirable answers, leading to potential bias in the 

data collected. Although the research process was conducted in a transparent and rigorous 

manner, it is nonetheless important to take these points into account when consulting the 

findings of this thesis. 

  

 
5 It should be noted that I made one visit to a repair café in Gland, Switzerland in March 2023. However, because 
the visit was relatively short and did not follow a structured research process, I decided not to include it in the 
methodology of this paper. 
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VI Analysis and Discussion 

In this chapter I present and discuss the main findings of my analysis. First, I highlight 

the need for a circular society by linking the idea to the broader concern of socio-ecological 

transformation. Secondly, I attempt to outline the key elements of a CS and provide some 

practical examples of what this model could look like. Finally, I discuss the role of citizens, 

businesses, and the state in a CS, before addressing some of the main challenges and criticisms. 

6.1 Why Do We Need Circular Societies? 

As highlighted in the literature review of this thesis, today’s CE approaches tend to focus 

on eco-modernist visions of the future and are based on technocratic and depoliticised 

processes (Bradley & Persson, 2022). The prevailing narrative suggests that the CE allows to 

reconcile environmental, social, and economic goals without fundamentally disrupting the 

status quo in terms of power, norms, and politics (Dauvergne, 2008; Hobson & Lynch, 2016). 

This ‘green growth’ approach to the CE has come under increasing criticism in recent years 

(Hickel & Kallis, 2020; Hofmann, 2022). Moreover, critics have pointed to the fact that current 

CE approaches barely address the social dimension (Blomsma & Brennan, 2017). In short, one 

of the main concerns is that the prevailing CE narrative ultimately “reinforces the social norms, 

expectations and roles ascribed to [citizens] within the post-industrial, service and 

consumption-based capitalist economies of the Global North, and increasingly, the Global 

South” (Hobson & Lynch, 2016, p. 18). 

These issues have been highlighted by all experts interviewed for this thesis. In addition, 

some of the interviewees explicitly mentioned the need for a widespread socio-ecological 

transformation (M. Calisto Friant, personal communication, 5 May 2023; N. Hempel, personal 

communication, 4 May 2023). This idea goes back to the work of Karl Polanyi (1944) who, in 

his book ‘The Great Transformation’, argued that the emergence of the liberal market economy 

led to a “disembedding” of the economy from its social interdependencies. Polanyi considers 

this “disembeddedness” as one of the root causes for the dissolution of social cohesion and 

social stability. To address this issue, he calls for a democratic, just, and solidary transformation 

of society in order to eliminate social inequalities and disentangle economic and political power 

constellations. Polanyi’s considerations are at the basis of the idea of a CS, which ultimately 

aims to reorganise current forms of consumption and production and to establish a new social 

model based on the principles of democracy, solidarity, and participation (Hofmann et al., 

2018). A CS thus seeks to re-embed the economy within the broader social and ecological 
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spheres to enable a system that can operate within the planetary boundaries. As one interviewee 

put it: “Circular society approaches go beyond the economic-centred ideas that currently 

dominate our worldview and our thinking. In today’s circular economy approaches, the 

economy is at the centre, it’s seen as primordial, it’s seen as more important than other aspects 

of life. In a circular society, the economy is embedded within wider society, which is itself 

embedded within ecology and planet Earth” (M. Calisto Friant, personal communication, 5 

May 2023). The CS approach thus aims to integrate the CE into a more comprehensive model 

of social change. However, it should not be seen as a simple “add-on” to current CE 

approaches. As one interviewee pointed out, moving to a CS does not mean “just [adding] some 

more stakeholders or a social value” to current CE strategies (N. Hempel, personal 

communication, 4 May 2023). Rather, the CS should be considered as a framework for shifting 

the technocentric focus of current CE models towards a more socio-ecological approach. 

In addition to re-embedding the economy in the social and environmental spheres, the 

CS also aims to incorporate sufficiency strategies and challenge the prevailing power structures 

in the current political and economic system (N. Hempel, personal communication, 4 May 

2023). The CS thus goes beyond the CE, as it not only aims to circulate materials and resources 

in a sustainable manner, but also calls for a distribution of political and economic power (M. 

Calisto Friant, personal communication, 5 May 2023). Linked to this point, several 

interviewees highlighted the connections between CS and degrowth (M. Calisto Friant, 

personal communication, 5 May 2023; N. Hempel, personal communication, 4 May 2023; T. 

Koch, personal communication, 11 May 2023; B. Suárez Eiroa, personal communication, 11 

May 2023). As stated earlier, degrowth calls for a “reorientation of economic relations towards 

a different structure, along different principles, in order to serve different functions” (Akbulut, 

2021, p. 99), which is also the aim of a CS. In Latouche’s terms, a CS therefore seeks to 

“decolonise the imaginary” by creating new economic and social relations based on a reformed 

set of principles such as autonomy, justice, solidarity, democracy, conviviality, sharing, and 

care (Akbulut, 2021; M. Calisto Friant, personal communication, 5 May 2023). Moreover, 

while the CS approach recognises the need for growth in some areas – for example, renewable 

energy systems or care work – it calls for a redefinition of (economic) value on the basis of 

social justice and quality of life (M. Calisto Friant, personal communication, 5 May 2023; N. 

Hempel, personal communication, 4 May 2023; Hofmann et al., 2018; A. Parry, personal 

communication, 5 May 2023; J. Pervan, personal communication, 15 May 2023).  

In summary, the CS aims to anchor current CE approaches within a broader socio-

ecological transformation in order to decolonise the imaginary and create new economic, 
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social, and political structures. On the one hand, this means that CE models need to become 

more inclusive. As one interviewee put it, “the processes of circular innovation should be more 

open and democratised so that people can really take part in the circular economy and also can 

benefit from its outcomes” (N. Hempel, personal communication, 4 May 2023). On the other 

hand, the CS calls for the dismantling of prevailing power structures and the reduction of 

existing inequalities. As another interviewee argued, a central concern of a CS is therefore to 

reduce “the overconsumption and overproduction of the top 1-10% [...] in order to keep human 

society within ecological limits in a fair, equitable and sustainable way, thereby increasing 

human and planetary well-being” (M. Calisto Friant, personal communication, 5 May 2023). 

The CS thus addresses the exacerbating issue that in today’s world the majority of material and 

financial wealth is extremely unevenly distributed. Based on these considerations, and inspired 

by the work of Hofmann et al. (2018), I define the CS as the replacement of the linear, non-

transparent, and inequitable economic system with a democratic, transparent, and cooperatively 

organised economic system that fosters autonomy, justice, solidarity, participation, 

conviviality, sharing, and care and allows to keep human society within ecological limits in a 

fair, equitable, and sustainable way. In the next section, I present the three main pillars of a CS 

and discuss some practical examples of what a CS could look like. 

6.2 Main Pillars of a Circular Society 

Based on the research conducted for this thesis, I have identified three main pillars of a 

CS: democratisation; conviviality and participation; and openness and transparency. In the 

following, I discuss these three pillars and present some practical examples. 

6.2.1 First Pillar: Democratisation 

The first and most important pillar of a CS is the democratisation of the economic and 

political spheres (M. Calisto Friant, personal communication, 5 May 2023; N. Hempel, 

personal communication, 4 May 2023). In essence, this means opening up decision-making 

spaces to all members of society, allowing for the inclusion of alternative voices from socially 

marginalised or minority groups (Genovese & Pansera, 2021). One of the most effective ways 

of democratising the political sphere is through the establishment of citizens’ assemblies as the 

main form of decision-making (M. Calisto Friant, personal communication, 5 May 2023; N. 

Hempel, personal communication, 4 May 2023). Citizens’ assemblies are made up of a group 

of randomly selected citizens, who come together to deliberate and make decisions on behalf 
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of the wider population. Research has shown that citizens’ assemblies allow for a more 

inclusive and participatory approach to democracy, where decisions are made by a 

representative sample of the population rather than by elected officials. In fact, not only do 

citizens’ assemblies create greater democratic legitimacy, but they are also more likely to lead 

to more transformative decisions than other forms of democracy because the participants are 

not subject to the pressure of re-election (Lang, 2007; Macq & Jacquet, 2023). According to 

Flanigan et al. (2021), citizens’ assemblies are currently being administered in over 25 

countries. While it has been mainly civil society organisations that have initiated citizens’ 

assemblies, they are now also increasingly convoked by public authorities on municipal, 

regional, national, and supranational levels (OECD, 2020). As Flanigan et al. (2021, p. 548) 

write, “[t]he growing use of citizens’ assemblies by governments is giving the decisions of 

these assemblies a more direct path to affecting policy. For example, two recent citizens’ 

assemblies commissioned by the national legislature of Ireland led to the legalization of same-

sex marriage and abortion” (see also Irish Citizens' Assembly Project, n.d.; Devaney et al., 

2020). Another example is the French Citizens’ Convention on Climate Change (Convention 

Citoyenne pour le Climat, n.d.). Established in 2019 in response to the ‘Gilets Jaunes’ (Yellow 

Vests) protests, the goal of the Citizens’ Convention was “to propose measures that could cut 

national greenhouse gas emissions by at least 40% by 2030 in a spirit of social justice” (Bouyé, 

2020, para. 4). After nine months of deliberation, the Citizens’ Convention proposed a list of 

50 measures, some of which – including the ban of short-haul domestic flights – were 

eventually implemented by the French government (BBC News, 2023; Democracy 

International, 2020). 

Regarding the business and economic sphere, democratisation efforts should first and 

foremost target the private ownership of the means of production (M. Calisto Friant, personal 

communication, 5 May 2023). As Genovese & Pansera (2021, p. 107) note, “[t]he CE agenda 

takes it for granted that the basic production unit is localised either in private or state-owned 

enterprises. Democracy in production-related decision-making is wholly absent in CE 

literature.” The aim of a CS is therefore to push for “more collective forms of ownership and a 

more democratic form of management” (Genovese & Pansera, 2021, p. 107). This could take 

the form of worker-owned or self-managed enterprises, reclaimed factories, or co-operatives 

that operate outside the logic of the market economy (M. Calisto Friant, personal 

communication, 5 May 2023; Parker et al. 2014). Again, research has shown that 

democratically governed companies tend to take more socially and environmentally 

responsible decisions (Boeger, 2018; Viggiani, 2011). 
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6.2.2 Second Pillar: Conviviality and Participation 

Linked to the democratisation of the economic and political spheres, the second pillar of 

a CS consists in the expansion of participation opportunities in order to mobilise and empower 

citizens and small-scale communities. As pointed out by Hofmann (2022, p. 1), a CS “should 

keep value creation activities small-scale and embrace cooperative ownership models that 

support democratic participation in decision-making procedures and profits redistribution.” 

The expansion of participation opportunities creates space for communality, collaboration and 

solidarity, which form the basic values and central logic of economic action in a CS (Hofmann 

et al., 2018). As highlighted by several interviewees, a CS is oriented towards community-

based organisational forms, such as cooperatives or solidary communities (B. Suárez Eiroa, 

personal communication, 11 May 2023; N. Hempel, personal communication, 4 May 2023; N. 

Klein, personal communication, 12 May 2023). The foundation of a CS would therefore be 

“grassroots [and] locally based ways of living, sharing, and creating (e.g. transition initiatives, 

community energy groups, repair cafe, and community currencies) and global collectives of 

sub-national actors (e.g. local government, researchers, and service providers) [...]” (Hobson, 

2020, p. 100). In these new circular ecosystems, the main objective would no longer be profit 

maximisation, but social and environmental impact. It is also important to note that these spaces 

need to be open and free to join for anyone (N. Hempel, personal communication, 4 May 2023). 

As Hofmann et al. (2018, p. 225) put it, the aim of a CS is to create “free and experimental 

spaces that promote innovativeness and creativity beyond the classic logic of economic 

exploitation, to enable people to try out different solutions, to experience self-efficacy and thus 

to increase their ability to proactively meet new challenges.” 

One example of such a free and experimental space are so-called repair cafés. Repair 

cafés are community-led reparation workshops where skilled volunteers offer their expertise to 

help others repair their items for free. The aim of repair cafés is to reduce consumption and to 

create a space for do-it-together practices and non-market relations (Bradley & Persson, 2022; 

N. Hempel, personal communication, 4 May 2023). As Graziano & Trogal (2017, p. 636) point 

out, they also “represent sites where key discussions around current cultural and political issues 

can be confronted in an embedded manner.” Moreover, van der Velden (2021) found that repair 

cafés and other community repair initiatives allow for the emergence of new understandings of 

the design of products, their durability, repairability, and maintenance, and strengthen product 

attachment. “Community repair, with its collectivist and non-profit approach, can therefore 

bring new perspectives and values in circular economy discourses” (van der Velden, 2021, p. 
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2). Lastly, as Bradley & Persson (2022, p. 1322) emphasise, “repair is not only about the 

instrumental fixing of products, but about building social relations and involving roles beyond 

consumerist identities.” Some studies have therefore argued that activities such as repair and 

maintenance actively challenge the prevailing notions of technological progress and economic 

growth (Schmid, 2019). 

6.2.3 Third Pillar: Openness and Transparency 

Finally, a CS needs to be based on the principles of openness and transparency. On the 

one hand, as mentioned earlier, this means that production, consumption, and decision-making 

spaces are open and accessible for all members of society. On the other hand, it also implies 

that information and knowledge are made commonly available (M. Calisto Friant, personal 

communication, 5 May 2023; N. Hempel, personal communication, 4 May 2023; Hofmann et 

al., 2018). As highlighted by one interviewee, there is a need for transparency and openness 

“both on the product and process level, but also openness in the sense of social cohesion so that 

different people join this transformation” (N. Hempel, personal communication, 4 May 2023). 

Again, this point is linked to the broader objective of a CS to circulate not only material 

resources (which is the predominant concern of current CE approaches), but also power and 

wealth. As another interviewee put it: “In a circular society, we seek to circulate resources not 

only sustainably, but also fairly and democratically. Moreover, we seek to circulate not only 

resources, but also power. By power I mean political power, economic power or wealth. We’re 

circulating wealth so that it’s distributed more fairly. We try to circulate technology so that it 

can be open source and available to everyone. And we try to circulate knowledge so that it is 

accessible to everyone. That also means that we don’t put up barriers for people in the Global 

South who don’t have access to universities in the Global North where all the engineering and 

knowledge for new [technologies] is located” (M. Calisto Friant, personal communication, 5 

May 2023). 

One practical example of increased openness and transparency in production and 

consumption processes is the so-called digital product passport (DPP). According to Walden 

et al. (2021), a DDP is a digital record or document that contains comprehensive information 

about a specific product throughout its entire life cycle. It serves as a standardised and 

transparent way to capture and communicate information about a product’s design, materials, 

manufacturing processes, as well as its environmental and social impacts. By providing 

detailed information about a product’s composition and lifecycle, a DPP can support various 

stakeholders in making informed choices regarding product design, production, use, and end-
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of-life management (Adisorn et al., 2021). The so-called battery passport, which has been 

introduced by the European Commission’s battery regulation draft proposal in 2020, is the one 

of the first applied examples of a DPP. As Walden et al. (2021, p. 1718) explain, the EU’s 

battery passport “targets the entire life cycle of industrial and electric vehicle batteries with the 

aim to boost the circular economy of the battery value chain.” While these initiatives allow for 

more transparency in production processes, they can also lead to more innovation in the long 

run. As a business representative put it during one of the interviews: “It would want to see this 

much more in the private sector because the lack of transparency is blocking innovation” (T. 

Koch, personal communication, 11 May 2023).  

6.3 Role of Different Stakeholders in a Circular Society 

Moving towards a CS also means that the main stakeholders of the political and economic 

system – i.e., the state, businesses, and citizens – assume new roles and responsibilities. While 

current CE models are predominantly centred around privately-owned businesses that continue 

to operate within a capitalist and market-based logic, the CS puts citizens and communities at 

the centre of its concerns (M. Calisto Friant, personal communication, 5 May 2023; N. Hempel, 

personal communication, 4 May 2023). In such a model, businesses and governments would 

go beyond profit maximisation and continuous economic growth to actively promote the well-

being of both human and non-human life (Bauwens, 2021; Nesterova, 2020). In the following, 

I will first address the role of citizens and civil society, before discussing how businesses and 

governments can allow for the emergence of a CS. 

6.3.1 Citizens and Civil Society 

While in current CE approaches citizens are framed as passive recipients of circular 

business models, the role of citizens in a CS is a much more active one (N. Hempel, personal 

communication, 4 May 2023; N. Klein, personal communication, 12 May 2023). Rather than 

simply consuming circular products or using circular business models, citizens in a CS take on 

a variety of roles such as maintainers, repairers, sellers, sharers, or collaborators (Maitre-Ekern 

& Dalhammar, 2019). Moving away from the technocentric focus of current CE models 

therefore implies a reorientation towards different circularity strategies. Considering the 

different R-strategies in a CE, citizens in a CS would therefore focus more on the ‘upper’ Rs, 

such as refuse, reduce, or repair (N. Hempel, personal communication, 4 May 2023). It is also 

important to note that the CS approach emphasises that most of these activities should be non-
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commodified, i.e., outside the capitalist logic. As discussed earlier, this means that the role of 

communities and cooperatives would be much more important in a CS. As one interviewee 

explained: “Citizens would share their skills and knowledge in repair cafés, for example. Or 

they would volunteer their time in community kitchens, urban farming projects, community 

composting initiatives, or in community care networks for the elderly or children” (M. Calisto 

Friant, personal communication, 5 May 2023). The non-commodified nature of these activities 

is also the main difference with current sharing economy models such as Airbnb or Uber. As 

one interviewee pointed out, these business models are not really based on sharing, but rather 

on ‘platform capitalism’, aimed at maximising the profit of the company running the platform 

(M. Calisto Friant, personal communication, 5 May 2023). 

In addition to their active role in local communities, citizens play an important role in 

building bottom-up pressure to change the political environment. Indeed, the importance of 

grassroots movements and civil society protests was highlighted by several interviewees (M. 

Calisto Friant, personal communication, 17 May 2023; F. Stähli, personal communication, 11 

May 2023; B. Suárez Eiroa, personal communication, 11 May 2023). Civil society movements 

are an important catalyst for the democratisation process, which is the foundation of a CS. Of 

course, it is clear that many governments are reluctant to fundamentally reshape the power 

structures within society. As one interviewee pointed out, however, “we shouldn’t be shy about 

remembering how history has been shaped by people taking to the streets and demanding 

change” (M. Calisto Friant, personal communication, 5 May 2023). Another interviewee 

further argued that “protests are an essential lever to bring about these structural changes more 

quickly” (F. Stähli, personal communication, 11 May 2023). Citizens would thus play a dual 

role as activists. On the one hand, as citizen-consumers engaging in circular activities that 

transcend consumer identities and build social relations within local communities. And on the 

other hand, as members of civil society movements demanding political change. 

Finally, it should be noted that not all members of society need to be involved in a CS in 

the same way. As some interviewees pointed out, there will always be a certain part of the 

population that is not willing to actively participate in a CS, especially in the early stages of 

the transformation (N. Hempel, personal communication, 4 May 2023; A. Parry, personal 

communication, 5 May 2023). What is important, however, is that everyone should be able to 

participate if they want to. As one interviewee argued, “[p]articipation is a fundamental value 

that is not guaranteed for everyone in most current circular economy models.” By providing 

open and easily accessible spaces for participation, a CS therefore aims to create a collaborative 

and ultimately transformative environment. 
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6.3.2 Businesses 

While a CS is primarily concerned with the equitable downscaling of production and 

consumption and the improvement of overall well-being, this does not mean that businesses 

have no longer a role to play. In fact, as several interviewees pointed out, companies continue 

to generate significant wealth for society and it would be illusory to think that certain consumer 

goods, such as smartphones, would suddenly become irrelevant (N. Hempel, personal 

communication, 4 May 2023; A. Parry, personal communication, 5 May 2023). However, a CS 

based on a post-growth economy “would entail a deep reconsideration of the very meaning of 

doing business, which would have to be recentred around the values of cooperation, care, 

sharing, community” (Bauwens, 2021, p. 2). As highlighted by one interviewee, this means 

that “companies have to change the way they produce, the way they organise themselves, and 

the way they put values in front of their production. [In a CS,] companies have to take 

responsibility and change the way they produce, the way they manufacture. This is necessary 

throughout the life cycle of products [...]” (N. Hempel, personal communication, 4 May 2023). 

Another interviewee argued that businesses should focus on alternative sources of revenue that 

are not directly linked to consumption (A. Parry, personal communication, 5 May 2023). 

In general, as emphasised by Bauwens (2021, p. 2), companies in a CS should be 

committed to maximising “the wellbeing of both humans and non-human life [...] through not 

only job creation but also community building and empowerment, and consideration for non-

human life and its wellbeing.” This point was also made by several experts interviewed for this 

thesis (M. Calisto Friant, personal communication, 5 May 2023; N. Hempel, personal 

communication, 4 May 2023; A. Parry, personal communication, 5 May 2023). As mentioned 

earlier, this requires a shift to communal or cooperative ownership models that allow for 

democratic participation in decision-making and equitable redistribution of economic surplus. 

Other strategies include “[k]eeping business operations small-scale and localized to primarily 

serve local communities’ needs [...], shortening working hours and cutting advertising are other 

ways to achieve these wellbeing outcomes (Bauwens, 2021, p. 2). 

As several interviewees pointed out, such changes in business practices can bring several 

benefits to companies. On the one hand, as mentioned already, democratic participation in a 

company’s decision-making process has been shown to spur innovation and improve socio-

environmental performance (M. Calisto Friant, personal communication, 5 May 2023; see also 

Boeger, 2018; Viggiani, 2011). On the other hand, moving towards alternative sources of 

revenue that are not directly linked to consumption can improve the value creation for 
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companies, as this typically involves longer transactional relationships compared to the linear 

model (A. Parry, personal communication, 5 May 2023; F. Stähli, personal communication, 17 

May 2023). In short, this allows for the creation of business opportunities that are no longer 

tied to the continued extraction of resources to manufacture new products. As one interviewee 

highlighted, it would also liberate companies from the need to persuade customers to buy their 

product again at the end of each life cycle through the means of expensive marketing. Instead, 

customers would enter into a long-term relationship with the company, creating more value for 

both parties (F. Stähli, personal communication, 17 May 2023). 

6.3.3 State 

Finally, the role of the state in a CS is a crucial one. On the one hand, governments should 

provide the systemic structures to support civic engagement and community-led circular 

activities. On the other hand, the state should play an active role in fostering the emergence of 

new values that go beyond the growth-based paradigm of the liberal market system (M. Calisto 

Friant, personal communication, 5 May 2023; N. Hempel, personal communication, 4 May 

2023; A. Parry, personal communication, 5 May 2023). As a first step, governments should 

therefore ban advertising that reproduces a socially and ecologically destructive value system. 

As one interviewee pointed out, “[a]dvertisements are perhaps the biggest driver to create this 

ethos that pushes us to be continuously unsatisfied and needing more material goods to be 

fulfilled in our lives” (M. Calisto Friant, personal communication, 5 May 2023). The shift to a 

CS would thus imply a redefinition of value within society, something that degrowth thinkers 

such as Serge Latouche have also called for (Latouche, 2009b). This means, for example, that 

a CS promotes sufficiency rather than want, autonomy rather than heteronomy, or care rather 

than competition (B. Suárez Eiroa, personal communication, 11 May 2023). It would also mean 

abolishing the hierarchical and competitive systems that still dominate many work or school 

environments (M. Calisto Friant, personal communication, 5 May 2023).  

In addition, governments should put in place economic regulations and market 

governance structures that prioritise circular businesses over their non-circular competitors. 

Bauwens (2021, p. 2), for instance, calls for policies that include “abandoning the blind pursuit 

of GDP expansion and redefining the measurement of macroeconomic performance based on 

indicators of social wellbeing and strong environmental sustainability, banning planned 

obsolescence and making producers fully responsible for the end-of-life of the products they 

launch.” Hofmann (2022, p. 2) adds to this by underlining the need for “selective (de-)growth, 

in which policy decisions are made democratically about which industry sectors need to degrow 
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and which markets must become dominant.” He points to the example of the German 

‘Energiewende’, which is the democratically legitimised energy transition in Germany. This 

initiative involved the phasing out of nuclear power and certain fossil fuel infrastructure, while 

promoting the development of new business models based on democratic principles (e.g., 

energy cooperatives) to accelerate the energy transition (Hofmann, 2022). Furthermore, several 

experts highlighted the importance of government spending and public procurement (M. 

Calisto Friant, personal communication, 5 May 2023; N. Klein, personal communication, 12 

May 2023). As one interviewee argued, “[g]overnment consumption and spending is a huge 

force at the local, regional, and national level. If government funds were to be channelled to 

cooperative businesses [...] then all companies that do not follow this model would 

automatically lose their market share. Hence, it would bring about a democratisation of 

economic life at the inter-company level” (M. Calisto Friant, personal communication, 5 May 

2023). 

Finally, governments should provide universal access to basic services, including 

transport, education, and health care. At the same time, the state should implement policies that 

establish a right to repair for consumer goods and increase the transparency of production 

processes. As mentioned earlier, the EU is currently implementing such approaches, for 

example through the introduction of DPPs or the legal right to repair for consumers and 

independent repairers (Šajn, 2022). The reduction of working hours would also play an 

important role in a CS. As explained by one interviewee, working hours should be significantly 

reduced “so that we are able to dedicate ourselves to non-consumptive and non-work-related 

activities. This would allow us to share more [both goods and our time] or have more time to 

cook our own food instead of relying on highly processed goods that are much damaging to the 

environment as well as to our own bodies and health. It also allows us to have more time to 

care for our communities [and] our urban ecosystems [...]” (M. Calisto Friant, personal 

communication, 5 May 2023). In short, in order for citizens to engage in non-commodified 

activities, the state must both provide physical space, for example by allocating sites for urban 

agriculture projects, and allow for the access for all members of society. This change in 

systemic structures is particularly important as these sharing and community initiatives do not 

generate profit and would therefore not survive in a competitive market environment. Hence, 

it is important that in the early stages of the transition, government support allows these 

communities to flourish and develop (M. Calisto Friant, personal communication, 5 May 

2023). 
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6.4 Challenges and Critiques 

This final section of the analysis addresses some of the challenges and criticisms facing 

the CS idea. Firstly, the transition to a CS may be hampered by limited acceptance among 

critical stakeholders such as businesses or governments. As Kirchherr (2022, p. 1) points out, 

calls for a degrowth-based CS “may alienate practitioners, creating a scholarly community that 

loses its ability to influence the mainstream.” This was also highlighted by some interviewees 

(A. Parry, personal communication, 5 May 2023; J. Pervan, personal communication, 15 May 

2023). Others have underlined that a future social and economic model does not necessarily 

have to be based on degrowth to respect the planetary boundaries (F. Stähli, personal 

communication, 17 May 2023). It should be noted, however, that the idea of a CS goes beyond 

challenging the prevailing premise of boundless economic growth. As I have argued in this 

thesis, a CS aims to fundamentally disrupt the status quo in terms of power, norms, and politics 

in order to create more equitable and just societies. While this will certainly create counter-

pressure from the winners of the current system, it should not be forgotten that the vast majority 

have much to gain from such a shift. 

Secondly, the CS framework could lead to an overestimation of the responsibility of the 

citizen-consumer. As one interviewee pointed out, “behavioural studies in economics and 

social science research have found that citizens often have much less agency than we might 

think. Emphasising the role of citizens could therefore very often be a way of scapegoating the 

role that businesses and governments play, which is a much more important one” (M. Calisto 

Friant, personal communication, 5 May 2023). On this point, it should be noted that the primary 

concern of a CS is the democratisation of economic and political spaces. Thus, while the CS 

recognises the role of citizens not only as user-consumers, but also as maintainers, repairers, 

sellers, sharers, or collaborators, it is primarily concerned with changing the systemic 

conditions in which we are all locked in. By changing the socio-economic structures, “the 

citizen might have a different role, a different way of life, a different form of living” (M. Calisto 

Friant, personal communication, 5 May 2023). 

Finally, some critics have argued that the idea of a CS responds mainly to the concerns 

of wealthy countries in the Global North and is rooted in visions of Eurocentrism (Akbulut, 

2021). As one interviewee argued, poorer countries or less affluent members of society are 

likely to have more immediate concerns than engaging in activities such as repairing or sharing 

(A. Parry, personal communication, 5 May 2023). However, while it is true that these 

populations need to be provided with novel circular solutions that are physically available to 
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them, it is important to remember that they are often the ones who are already most engaged in 

circular activities (M. Calisto Friant, personal communication, 5 May 2023). Moreover, as I 

have argued before, the aim of a CS is to reduce inequalities (both within and between 

countries) and to enable a higher standard of living for all members of society in a way that 

respects the planetary boundaries. A CS therefore seeks to include other concepts and ideas 

that share similar concerns (M. Calisto Friant, personal communication, 5 May 2023). In other 

words, rather than positioning a degrowth-based CS “as the vision to dominate all others, [it] 

is seen as one among numerous worldviews and understandings of living well—such as Buen 

Vivir (or Sumak Kawsay), Ubuntu, or Ecological Swaraj—that express ideas parallel to 

degrowth in different terms” (Akbulut, 2021, p. 100). Ultimately, these approaches all share 

the same purpose: to achieve a holistic and sustainable way of life that prioritises the well-

being of all forms of life, including humans and nature.  
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VII Conclusion 

As this master thesis has argued, most of today’s CE approaches are centred around eco-

modernist visions of the future and are based on technocratic and depoliticised processes. 

Indeed, previous research has shown that current CE models predominantly revolve around 

ideas related to waste management, resource efficiency, or the looping of material, energy, and 

waste flows (Blomsma and Brennan, 2017; Geisendorf & Pietrulla, 2018). Hence, although the 

CE is considered by many to be a critical strategy for achieving the global sustainable 

development agenda, critics have argued that the concept is virtually silent on its social 

implications. As Calisto Friant et al. (2023, p. 2) point out, mainstream CE propositions “do 

not address crucial sustainability implications of CE, such as how the benefits and costs of a 

CE transition are distributed, who controls CE technologies and patents, who decides on the 

shape, form, and policies for a CE transition, and what are the overall social and environmental 

impacts of CE proposals.” Furthermore, others have underlined that the role of citizens within 

the CE remains underdeveloped. In most cases, citizens are portrayed as passive consumers or 

users who simply have to accept or reject new circular business models (Hobson & Lynch, 

2016). In light of these shortcomings, the CE has come under increasing scrutiny, as it has been 

argued that it leads to ‘green business as usual’ and does not go beyond the modus operandi of 

consumerism (Hobson, 2021). As I have argued in this paper, a different approach is therefore 

needed, one that can transform the prevailing economic system while creating new social norms 

and practices. 

Against this background, this thesis explored the idea of a circular society and discussed 

the role of citizens, businesses, and the state in such a model. Contrary to the CE, I argued that 

a CS aims to achieve a broader socio-ecological transformation that fundamentally disrupts the 

status quo in terms of power, norms, and politics. At the same time, a CS aims to re-embed the 

economy within the broader social and ecological spheres in order to enable a system that can 

operate within the planetary boundaries. To achieve this goal, the CS concept calls for a 

reorganisation of current forms of consumption and production to establish a new social and 

economic model based on a reformed set of principles such as conviviality, sharing, and care 

(Hofmann et al., 2018). The idea of a CS is therefore in line with degrowth theory which 

demands a “reorientation of economic relations toward a different structure, along different 

principles, in order to serve different functions” (Akbulut, 2021, p. 99). More specifically, I 

have argued that a CS embraces the idea of ‘selective degrowth’ and follows Serge Latouche’s 

call to “decolonise the imaginary.” Based on these considerations, I have defined the CS as the 
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replacement of the linear, non-transparent, and inequitable economic system with a democratic, 

transparent, and cooperatively organised economic system that fosters autonomy, justice, 

solidarity, participation, conviviality, sharing, and care and allows to keep human society 

within ecological limits in a fair, equitable, and sustainable way. 

Regarding the implementation of a CS, I have argued that a CS must be based on three 

main pillars. The first and most important pillar is the democratisation of the economic and 

political spheres. Increased democratisation could take the form of citizens’ assemblies 

composed of randomly selected individuals, as well as worker-owned or self-managed 

enterprises and cooperatives. As I have argued, increased democratisation is the foundation of 

a CS, as it allows to disentangle conflicting interests and distributes economic and political 

power more equally. Linked to the democratisation of the economic and political spheres, the 

second pillar consists of expanding participation opportunities in order to mobilise and 

empower citizens and small-scale communities. As I have discussed, the expansion of 

participation opportunities creates space for communality, collaboration and solidarity, which 

are the core values and central logic of economic action in a CS. A CS would therefore be 

oriented towards community-based organisational forms such as cooperatives, community 

energy groups, or repair cafés. Most importantly, the goal of these communities would no 

longer be profit maximisation, but social and ecological impact. As Hofmann et al. (2018, p. 

225) puts it, the CS thus allows to create “free and experimental spaces that promote 

innovativeness and creativity beyond the classic logic of economic exploitation [...].” Finally, 

the third pillar of a CS is the principle of openness and transparency. On the one hand, this 

means that production, consumption, and decision-making spaces are open and accessible for 

all members of society. On the other hand, it also implies that information and knowledge are 

made commonly available.  

Finally, I have discussed the role of the main stakeholders in a CS, i.e., the state, 

businesses, and citizens. While current CE models are predominantly centred on private 

companies operating within a capitalist and market-based logic, I have argued that a CS puts 

citizens and communities at the centre of its concerns. Consequently, the role of citizens is a 

much more active one than in current CE approaches. On the one hand, a CS promotes 

opportunities for citizens to engage in non-commodified activities such as repairing or sharing. 

On the other hand, citizens play an important role in building bottom-up pressure to change the 

political environment. Businesses, for their part, should be encouraged to maximise the well-

being of both human and non-human life. The role of companies in a CS should thus shift from 

profit maximisation to community building and empowerment, the creation of meaningful 
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employment opportunities as well as the improvement of their socio-environmental 

performance. Finally, the role of the state is to provide systemic structures that support civic 

engagement as well as market governance structures that encourage the emergence of an 

economy that is not only more circular, but also more democratic and inclusive. 

While the CS framework offers a valuable approach to shifting the current CE narrative 

towards a stronger sustainability agenda that includes social justice, there are still a number of 

challenges to overcome. Future research should therefore focus, for example, on the feasibility 

and effectiveness of implementing a CS model in different contexts. This could include, for 

example, the development of case studies to evaluate existing initiatives, or the design and 

implementation of pilot projects to test the practicality of the proposed pillars and principles. 

In addition, further research is necessary to explore the governance mechanisms and policy 

frameworks that would be required to support the transition to a CS. At the same time, the 

social and economic impacts of a CS on different stakeholders, including citizens, businesses 

and communities, need to be better understood. Future research could, for example, analyse the 

redistributive effects of democratisation, the potential for job creation and sustainable 

livelihoods, and the overall well-being of individuals and communities within a CS. Finally, 

there is a need to broaden the scope of research to include perspectives from different regions 

and countries. Future studies should also analyse the applicability and adaptation of CS 

principles in diverse socio-cultural, economic, and political contexts, considering the specific 

challenges and opportunities each context presents. In conclusion, in a world of increasing 

resource scarcity, aggravating climate change and growing inequalities, the CS provides a 

valuable framework to achieve an inclusive socio-economic transformation that allows for the 

creation of an economic system that operates within the limits of the planetary boundaries. 

  



48 

Bibliography 

Adisorn, T., Tholen, L., & Götz, T. (2021). Towards a Digital Product Passport Fit for 
Contributing to a Circular Economy. Energies, 14(8), 2289. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/en14082289 

 
Akbulut, B. (2021). Degrowth. Rethinking Marxism, 33(1), 98–110. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08935696.2020.1847014 
 
Alhawari, O., Awan, U., Bhutta, M. K. S., & Ülkü, M. A. (2021). Insights from Circular 

Economy Literature: A Review of Extant Definitions and Unravelling Paths to Future 
Research. Sustainability, 13(2), 859. https://doi.org/10.3390/su13020859 

 
Alsaawi, A. (2014). A Critical Review of Qualitative Interviews. SSRN Electronic Journal, 

3(4), 1–8. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2819536 
 
Bakker, C., Balkenende, R., & Poppelaars, F. (2018). Designing for the circular economy. In 

M. Charter (Ed.), Designing for the Circular Economy (1st ed.). Routledge. 
 
Bauwens, T. (2021). Are the circular economy and economic growth compatible? A case for 

post-growth circularity. Resources, Conservation and Recycling, 175, 105852. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2021.105852 

 
Bauwens, T., Hekkert, M., & Kirchherr, J. (2020). Circular futures: What Will They Look 

Like? Ecological Economics, 175, 106703. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2020.106703 

 
BBC News. (2023, May 24). France bans short-haul flights to cut carbon emissions. Retrieved 

May 29, 2023, from  https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-65687665  
 
Birat, J.-P. (2015). Life-cycle assessment, resource efficiency and recycling. Metallurgical 

Research & Technology, 112(2), 206. https://doi.org/10.1051/metal/2015009 
 
Blomsma, F., & Brennan, G. (2017). The Emergence of Circular Economy: A New Framing 

Around Prolonging Resource Productivity: The Emergence of Circular Economy. 
Journal of Industrial Ecology, 21(3), 603–614. https://doi.org/10.1111/jiec.12603 

 
Bocken, N. M. P., de Pauw, I., Bakker, C., & van der Grinten, B. (2016). Product design and 

business model strategies for a circular economy. Journal of Industrial and Production 
Engineering, 33(5), 308–320. https://doi.org/10.1080/21681015.2016.1172124 

 
Boeger, N. (2018). Beyond the Shareholder Corporation: Alternative Business Forms and the 

Contestation of Markets. Journal of Law and Society, 45(1), 10–28. 
 



49 

Borrello, M., Caracciolo, F., Lombardi, A., Pascucci, S., & Cembalo, L. (2017). Consumers’ 
Perspective on Circular Economy Strategy for Reducing Food Waste. Sustainability, 
9(1), 141. https://doi.org/10.3390/su9010141 

 
Boulding, K. E. (1966). The Economics of Knowledge and the Knowledge of Economics. The 

American Economic Review, 56(1/2), 1–13. 
 
Bouyé, M. (2020, May 14). How Can Citizens Contribute to a Sustainable Recovery? Early 

Lessons from the French Citizens’ Assembly. World Resource Institute. Retrieved May 
29, 2023, from https://www.wri.org/insights/how-can-citizens-contribute-sustainable-
recovery-early-lessons-french-citizens-assembly 

 
Bradley, K., & Persson, O. (2022). Community repair in the circular economy – fixing more 

than stuff. Local Environment, 27(10–11), 1321–1337. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13549839.2022.2041580 

 
Brandão, M., Lazarevic, D., & Finnveden, G. (2020). Prospects for the circular economy and 

conclusions. In M. Brandão, D. Lazarevic, & G. Finnveden (Eds.), Handbook of the 
Circular Economy. Edward Elgar Publishing. 

 
Suárez Eiroa, B. (2023, May 11). University of Vigo [personal communication]. 
 
Brewster, M. E., Velez, B. L., Mennicke, A., & Tebbe, E. (2014). Voices from beyond: A 

thematic content analysis of transgender employees’ workplace experiences. Psychology 
of Sexual Orientation and Gender Diversity, 1(2), 159–169. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/sgd0000030 

 
Calisto Friant, M. (2023, May 5). Autonomous University of Barcelona [personal 

communication]. 
 
Calisto Friant, M., Vermeulen, W. J. V., & Salomone, R. (2023). Transition to a Sustainable 

Circular Society: More than Just Resource Efficiency. Circular Economy and 
Sustainability, 1–20. https://doi.org/10.1007/s43615-023-00272-3 

 
Camacho-Otero, J., Boks, C., & Pettersen, I. (2018). Consumption in the Circular Economy: A 

Literature Review. Sustainability, 10(8), 2758. https://doi.org/10.3390/su10082758 
 
Camacho-Otero, J., Tunn, V. S. C., Chamberlin, L., & Boks, C. (2020). Consumers in the 

circular economy. In M. Brandão, D. Lazarevic, & G. Finnveden, Handbook of the 
Circular Economy (pp. 74–87). Edward Elgar Publishing. 
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781788972727.00014 

 
Convention Citoyenne pour le Climat. (n.d.). The Citizens’ Convention on Climate, what is it? 

Retrieved May 29, 2023, from https://www.conventioncitoyennepourleclimat.fr/en/  



50 

Corvellec, H., Stowell, A. F., & Johansson, N. (2022). Critiques of the circular economy. 
Journal of Industrial Ecology, 26(2), 421–432. https://doi.org/10.1111/jiec.13187 

 
Dale, G., Mathai, M. V., & Oliveira, J. A. P. de (Eds.). (2016). Green growth: Ideology, 

political economy and the alternatives. Zed Books. 
 
Dauvergne, P. (2008). The shadows of consumption: Consequences for the global environment. 

MIT Press. 
 
de Jesus, A., & Mendonça, S. (2018). Lost in Transition? Drivers and Barriers in the Eco-

innovation Road to the Circular Economy. Ecological Economics, 145, 75–89. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2017.08.001 

 
Demaria, F., Schneider, F., Sekulova, F., & Martinez-Alier, J. (2013). What is Degrowth? From 

an Activist Slogan to a Social Movement. Environmental Values, 22(2), 191–215. 
https://doi.org/10.3197/096327113X13581561725194 

 
Democracy International. (2020, June 21). Final Propositions of the French Citizens’ 

Convention on Climate. Retrieved May 29, 2023, from https://democracy-
international.org/final-propositions-french-citizens-convention-climate 

 
Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln, Y. S. (2011). The Sage handbook of qualitative research (4th ed.). 

SAGE Publications. 
 
Devaney, L., Torney, D., Brereton, P., & Coleman, M. (2020). Ireland’s Citizens’ Assembly 

on Climate Change: Lessons for Deliberative Public Engagement and Communication. 
Environmental Communication, 14(2), 141–146. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17524032.2019.1708429 

 
Earth Overshoot Day. (n.d.). How many Earths? How many countries? How Many Earths? 

How Many Countries? Retrieved March 29, 2023, from 
https://www.overshootday.org/how-many-earths-or-countries-do-we-
need/#:~:text=Humanity%20is%20using%20nature%201.8,the%20resources%20of%2
01.8%20Earths. 

 
Ekins, P., Domenech, T., Drummond, P., Bleischwitz, R., Hughes, N., & Lotti, L. (2019). The 

Circular Economy: What, Why, How and Where. Background paper for an OECD/EC 
Workshop on 5 July 2019 within the workshop series “Managing environmental and 
energy transitions for regions and cities.” OECD. 

 
Ellen MacArthur Foundation. (2013). Towards the Circular Economy: Economic and Business 

Rationale for an Accelerated Transition. Ellen MacArthur Foundation. 
https://ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/towards-the-circular-economy-vol-1-an-
economic-and-business-rationale-for-an 



51 

Ellen MacArthur Foundation (EMF). (2015). Growth Within: A Circular Economy Vision for 
a Competitive Europe. Ellen MacArthur Foundation. 
https://emf.thirdlight.com/file/24/_A-
BkCs_h7gRYB_Am9L_JfbYWF/Growth%20within%3A%20a%20circular%20econo
my%20vision%20for%20a%20competitive%20Europe.pdf 

 
Esposito, M., Tse, T., & Soufani, K. (2017). Is the Circular Economy a New Fast-Expanding 

Market? Identifying Fast Expanding Markets. Thunderbird International Business 
Review, 59(1), 9–14. https://doi.org/10.1002/tie.21764 

 
European Commission. (2015a). Closing the loop—An EU action plan for the Circular 

Economy. (Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the 
Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the 
Regions). European Commission. https://eur-
lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:8a8ef5e8-99a0-11e5-b3b7-
01aa75ed71a1.0012.02/DOC_1&format=PDF 

 
European Commission. (2015b). Circular Economy Package: Questions & Answers. European 

Commission. Retrieved May 29, 2023, from 
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/MEMO_15_6204 

 
Evans, D. M. (2018). What is consumption, where has it been going, and does it still matter? 

The Sociological Review, 67(3), 499–517. https://doi.org/10.1177/0038026118764028 
 
Flanigan, B., Gölz, P., Gupta, A., Hennig, B., & Procaccia, A. D. (2021). Fair algorithms for 

selecting citizens’ assemblies. Nature, 596(7873), 548–552. 
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-021-03788-6 

 
Fraser, M., Haigh, L., & Conde Soria, A. (2023). The Circularity Gap Report 2023 (pp. 1–64). 

Circle Economy. https://www.circularity-gap.world/2023  
 
Fratini, C. F., Georg, S., & Jørgensen, M. S. (2019). Exploring circular economy imaginaries 

in European cities: A research agenda for the governance of urban sustainability 
transitions. Journal of Cleaner Production, 228, 974–989. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2019.04.193 

 
Frosch, R. A., & Gallopoulos, N. E. (1989). Strategies for Manufacturing. Scientific American, 

261(3), 144–153. 
 
Gallaud, D., & Laperche, B. (2016). Circular Economy, Industrial Ecology and Short Supply 

Chain. Wiley Blackwell. 
 
Geels, F. W., McMeekin, A., Mylan, J., & Southerton, D. (2015). A critical appraisal of 

Sustainable Consumption and Production research: The reformist, revolutionary and 



52 

reconfiguration positions. Global Environmental Change, 34, 1–12. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2015.04.013 

 
Geisendorf, S., & Pietrulla, F. (2018). The circular economy and circular economic concepts-

a literature analysis and redefinition. Thunderbird International Business Review, 60(5), 
771–782. https://doi.org/10.1002/tie.21924 

 
Geissdoerfer, M., Savaget, P., Bocken, N. M. P., & Hultink, E. J. (2017). The Circular 

Economy – A new sustainability paradigm? Journal of Cleaner Production, 143, 757–
768. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2016.12.048 

 
Geng, Y., & Doberstein, B. (2008). Developing the circular economy in China: Challenges and 

opportunities for achieving “leapfrog development.” International Journal of 
Sustainable Development & World Ecology, 15(3), 231–239. 
https://doi.org/10.3843/SusDev.15.3:6 

 
Genovese, A., & Pansera, M. (2021). The Circular Economy at a Crossroads: Technocratic 

Eco-Modernism or Convivial Technology for Social Revolution? Capitalism Nature 
Socialism, 32(2), 95–113. https://doi.org/10.1080/10455752.2020.1763414 

 
Georgescu-Roegen, N. (1971). The Entropy Law and the Economic Process. Harvard 

University Press. 
 
Ghisellini, P., Cialani, C., & Ulgiati, S. (2016). A review on circular economy: The expected 

transition to a balanced interplay of environmental and economic systems. Journal of 
Cleaner Production, 114, 11–32. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2015.09.007 

 
Gibbs, D. (2009). Prospects for an Environmental Economic Geography: Linking Ecological 

Modernization and Regulationist Approaches. Economic Geography, 82(2), 193–215. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1944-8287.2006.tb00296.x 

 
Graziano, V., & Trogal, K. (2017). The politics of collective repair: Examining object-relations 

in a postwork society. Cultural Studies, 31(5), 634–658. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09502386.2017.1298638 

 
Greyson, J. (2007). An economic instrument for zero waste, economic growth and 

sustainability. Journal of Cleaner Production, 15(13–14), 1382–1390. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2006.07.019 

 
Grunwald, A. (2018). Diverging pathways to overcoming the environmental crisis: A critique 

of eco-modernism from a technology assessment perspective. Journal of Cleaner 
Production, 197, 1854–1862. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2016.07.212 

 



53 

Gullstrand Edbring, E., Lehner, M., & Mont, O. (2016). Exploring consumer attitudes to 
alternative models of consumption: Motivations and barriers. Journal of Cleaner 
Production, 123, 5–15. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2015.10.107 

 
Gutberlet, J., Carenzo, S., Kain, J.-H., & Mantovani Martiniano de Azevedo, A. (2017). Waste 

Picker Organizations and Their Contribution to the Circular Economy: Two Case Studies 
from a Global South Perspective. Resources, 6(4), 52. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/resources6040052 

 
Haas, W., Krausmann, F., Wiedenhofer, D., & Heinz, M. (2015). How Circular is the Global 

Economy? An Assessment of Material Flows, Waste Production, and Recycling in the 
European Union and the World in 2005. Journal of Industrial Ecology, 19(5), 765–777. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/jiec.12244 

 
Hancock, D. R., Algozzine, B., & Hoon Lim, J. (2021). Doing case study research: A practical 

guide for beginning researchers (4th ed.). Teachers College Press. 
 
Hart, J., & Pomponi, F. (2021). A Circular Economy: Where Will It Take Us? Circular 

Economy and Sustainability, 1(1), 127–141. https://doi.org/10.1007/s43615-021-00013-
4 

 
Heaton, J. (2008). Secondary Analysis of Qualitative Data. An Overview. Historical Social 

Research, 33(3), 33–45. https://doi.org/10.12759/HSR.33.2008.3.33-45 
 
Heinrichs, H. (2013). Sharing Economy: A Potential New Pathway to Sustainability. GAIA - 

Ecological Perspectives for Science and Society, 22(4), 228–231. 
https://doi.org/10.14512/gaia.22.4.5 

 
Hempel, N. (2023, May 4). Hans Sauer Stiftung [personal communication]. 
 
Hickel, J., & Kallis, G. (2020). Is Green Growth Possible? New Political Economy, 25(4), 469–

486. https://doi.org/10.1080/13563467.2019.1598964 
 
Hobson, K. (2020). ‘Small stories of closing loops’: Social circularity and the everyday circular 

economy. Climatic Change, 163(1), 99–116. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-019-02480-
z 

 
Hobson, K. (2021). The limits of the loops: Critical environmental politics and the Circular 

Economy. Environmental Politics, 30(1–2), 161–179. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09644016.2020.1816052 

 
Hobson, K., & Lynch, N. (2016). Diversifying and de-growing the circular economy: Radical 

social transformation in a resource-scarce world. Futures, 82, 15–25. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.futures.2016.05.012 



54 

Hofmann, F. (2022). Circular Economy and economic (de-)growth? Let’s shift the baselines! 
Resources, Conservation and Recycling, 187, 106604. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2022.106604 

 
Hofmann, F., Zwiers, J., Jaeger-Erben, M., & Marwede, M. (2018). Circular Economy als 

Gegenstand einer sozialökologischen Transformation? In H. Rogall, H.-C. Binswanger, 
F. Ekardt, A. Grothe, W.-D. Hasenclever, I. Hauchler, M. Jänicke, K. Kollmann, N. V. 
Michaelis, H. G. Nutzinger, & G. Scherhorn (Eds.), Jahrbuch Nachhaltige Ökonomie. 
Im Brennpunkt: Zukunft des nachhaltigen Wirtschaftens in der digitalen Welt (pp. 217–
229). Metropolis. 

 
Horton, J., Macve, R., & Struyven, G. (2004). Qualitative Research: Experiences in Using 

Semi-Structured Interviews. In The Real Life Guide to Accounting Research (pp. 339–
357). Elsevier. https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-008043972-3/50022-0 

 
Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES). 

(2018). Intra-generational equity. Retrieved April 13, 2023, from 
https://www.ipbes.net/glossary-tag/intra-generational-
equity#:~:text=Asia%2DPacific%20assessment-
,Intra%2Dgenerational%20equity%20relates%20to%20notions%20of%20fairness%20a
nd%20justice,the%20use%20of%20the%20environment 

 
International Resource Panel. (2020). Global Resources Outlook 2019: Natural Resources for 

the Future We Want. United Nations Environment Programme. 
https://www.resourcepanel.org/reports/global-resources-
outlook#:~:text=the%20Full%20Report%3A-,EN,-Download%20the%20Summary 

 
Iran, S., & Schrader, U. (2017). Collaborative fashion consumption and its environmental 

effects. Journal of Fashion Marketing and Management: An International Journal, 
21(4), 468–482. https://doi.org/10.1108/JFMM-09-2016-0086 

 
Jackson, T. (2007). Sustainable consumption. In G. Atkinson, S. Dietz, & E. Neumayer (Eds.), 

Handbook of sustainable development (pp. 254–268). Edward Elgar. 
 
Jaeger-Erben, M., Jensen, C., Hofmann, F., & Zwiers, J. (2021). There is no sustainable circular 

economy without a circular society. Resources, Conservation and Recycling, 168, 
105476. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2021.105476 

 
Johnston, J. (2008). The citizen-consumer hybrid: Ideological tensions and the case of Whole 

Foods Market. Theory and Society, 37(3), 229–270. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11186-007-
9058-5 

 



55 

Kaiser, R. (2014). Qualitative Experteninterviews: Konzeptionelle Grundlagen und praktische 
Durchführung. Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-
02479-6 

 
Kallis, G. (2011). In defence of degrowth. Ecological Economics, 70(5), 873–880. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2010.12.007 
 
Kallis, G., Demaria, F., & D’Alisa, G. (2015). Degrowth. In G. D’Alisa, F. Demaria, & G. 

Kallis (Eds.), Degrowth: A vocabulary for a new era (pp. 1–17). Routledge, Taylor & 
Francis Group. 

 
Kennedy, E. H., Cohen, M. J., & Krogman, N. T. (2015). Social practice theories and research 

on sustainable consumption. In E. Kennedy, M. Cohen, & N. Krogman, Putting 
Sustainability into Practice (pp. 3–22). Edward Elgar Publishing. 
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781784710606.00009 

 
Kirchherr, J. (2022). Circular economy and growth: A critical review of “post-growth” 

circularity and a plea for a circular economy that grows. Resources, Conservation and 
Recycling, 179, 106033. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2021.106033 

 
Kirchherr, J., Reike, D., & Hekkert, M. (2017). Conceptualizing the circular economy: An 

analysis of 114 definitions. Resources, Conservation and Recycling, 127, 221–232. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2017.09.005 

 
Klein, N. (2023, May 12). Maneco [personal communication]. 
 
Koch, T. (2023, May 11). Rytec Switzerland [personal communication]. 
 
Korhonen, J., Honkasalo, A., & Seppälä, J. (2018). Circular Economy: The Concept and its 

Limitations. Ecological Economics, 143, 37–46. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2017.06.041 

 
Lang, A. (2007). But Is It for Real? The British Columbia Citizens’ Assembly as a Model of 

State-Sponsored Citizen Empowerment. Politics & Society, 35(1), 35–70. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0032329206297147 

 
Latouche, S. (2005a). Décoloniser l’imaginaire. Parangon. 
 
Latouche, S. (2009a). Farewell to Growth. Polity. 
 
Latouche, S. (2009b). La décroissance comme projet politique de gauche: Revue Du MAUSS, 

n° 34(2), 38–45. https://doi.org/10.3917/rdm.034.0038 
 
Latouche, S. (2005b). L’invention de l’économie. Albin Michel. 



56 

Lewandowski, M. (2016). Designing the Business Models for Circular Economy—Towards 
the Conceptual Framework. Sustainability, 8(1), 43. https://doi.org/10.3390/su8010043 

 
Lieder, M., & Rashid, A. (2016). Towards circular economy implementation: A comprehensive 

review in context of manufacturing industry. Journal of Cleaner Production, 115, 36–
51. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2015.12.042 

Littler, J. (2009). Radical consumption: Shopping for change in contemporary culture. Open 
University Press. 

 
Lockie, S. (2009). Responsibility and agency within alternative food networks: Assembling the 

“citizen consumer.” Agriculture and Human Values, 26(3), 193–201. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10460-008-9155-8 

 
Macq, H., & Jacquet, V. (2023). Institutionalising participatory and deliberative procedures: 

The origins of the first permanent citizens’ assembly. European Journal of Political 
Research, 62(1), 156–173. https://doi.org/10.1111/1475-6765.12499 

 
Maitre-Ekern, E., & Dalhammar, C. (2019). Towards a hierarchy of consumption behaviour in 

the circular economy. Maastricht Journal of European and Comparative Law, 26(3), 
394–420. https://doi.org/10.1177/1023263X19840943 

 
McCarthy, A., Dellink, R., & Bibas, R. (2018). The Macroeconomics of the Circular Economy 

Transition: A Critical Review of Modelling Approaches (OECD Environment Working 
Papers No. 130; OECD Environment Working Papers, Vol. 130). OECD Publishing. 
https://doi.org/10.1787/af983f9a-en 

 
Meadows, D. H., Meadows, D. L., Randers, J., & Behrens III, W. W. (1972). The Limits to 

growth: A report for the Club of Rome’s project on the predicament of mankind (D. H. 
Meadows & Club of Rome, Eds.). Universe Books. 

 
Meuser, M., & Nagel, U. (2009). The Expert Interview and Changes in Knowledge Production. 

In A. Bogner, B. Littig, & W. Menz (Eds.), Interviewing Experts (pp. 17–42). Palgrave 
Macmillan UK. https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230244276_2 

 
Murray, A., Skene, K., & Haynes, K. (2017). The Circular Economy: An Interdisciplinary 

Exploration of the Concept and Application in a Global Context. Journal of Business 
Ethics, 140(3), 369–380. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-015-2693-2 

 
Nesterova, I. (2020). Degrowth business framework: Implications for sustainable development. 

Journal of Cleaner Production, 262, 121382. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2020.121382 

 



57 

Niskanen, J., Anshelm, J., & McLaren, D. (2020). Local conflicts and national consensus: The 
strange case of circular economy in Sweden. Journal of Cleaner Production, 261, 
121117. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2020.121117 

 
OECD. (2020). Innovative Citizen Participation and New Democratic Institutions: Catching 

the Deliberative Wave. OECD. https://doi.org/10.1787/339306da-en 
 
Opschoor, J. B. (1987). Duurzaamheid en Verandering: Over Ecol-ogische Inpasbaarheid van 

Economische Ontwikkelinge [Sustainability and Change: About the Environmental 
Sustainability of Economic Developments]. Free University Press. 

 
Parker, M., Cheney, G., Fournier, V., & Chris, L. (2014). The Routledge Companion to 

Alternative Organization. Routledge. 
 
Parry, A. (2023, May 5). Fundatio Consulting [personal communication]. 
 
Pearce, D. W., & Turner, R. K. (1990). Economics of Natural Resources and the Environment. 

Harvester Wheatsheaf, Hemel Hempstead. 
 
Pervan, J. (2023, May 15). World Business Council for Sustainable Development [personal 

communication]. 
 
Potting, J., Hekkert, M., Worrell, E., & Hanemaaijer, A. (2017). Circular Economy: Measuring 

Innovation in the Product Chain (No. 2544). PBL Netherlands Environmental 
Assessment Agency. 

 
Prieto-Sandoval, V., Jaca, C., & Ormazabal, M. (2018). Towards a consensus on the circular 

economy. Journal of Cleaner Production, 179, 605–615. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2017.12.224 

 
Rizos, V., Tuokko, K., & Behrens, A. (2017). The Circular Economy: A review of definitions, 

processes and impacts (p. 40). CEPS. 
 
Rockström, J., Steffen, W., Noone, K., Persson, Å., Chapin, F. S. I., Lambin, E., Lenton, T. 

M., Scheffer, M., Folke, C., Schellnhuber, H. J., Nykvist, B., De Wit, C. A., Hughes, T., 
Van Der Leeuw, S., Rodhe, H., Sörlin, S., Snyder, P. K., Costanza, R., Svedin, U., … 
Foley, J. (2009). Planetary Boundaries: Exploring the Safe Operating Space for 
Humanity. Ecology and Society, 14(2), art32. https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-03180-140232 

 
Rubin, H. J., & Rubin, I. S. (2012). Qualitative Interviewing. The Art of Hearing Data (3rd 

ed.). SAGE Publications. 
 



58 

Šajn, N. (2022). Right to repair (pp. 1–9). European Parliamentary Research Service. 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2022/698869/EPRS_BRI(2022)
698869_EN.pdf 

 
Sanne, C. (2002). Willing consumers—or locked-in? Policies for a sustainable consumption. 

Ecological Economics, 42(1–2), 273–287. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0921-
8009(02)00086-1 

 
Sauvé, S., Bernard, S., & Sloan, P. (2016). Environmental sciences, sustainable development 

and circular economy: Alternative concepts for trans-disciplinary research. 
Environmental Development, 17, 48–56. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envdev.2015.09.002 

 
Scheel, C. (2016). Beyond sustainability. Transforming industrial zero-valued residues into 

increasing economic returns. Journal of Cleaner Production, 131, 376–386. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2016.05.018 

 
Schmid, B. (2019). Repair’s Diverse Transformative Geographies: Lessons from a Repair 

Community in Stuttgart. Ephemera, 19(2), 229–251. 
 
Schulz, C., Hjaltadóttir, R. E., & Hild, P. (2019). Practising circles: Studying institutional 

change and circular economy practices. Journal of Cleaner Production, 237, 117749. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2019.117749 

 
Schwartzman, D. (2012). A Critique of Degrowth and its Politics. Capitalism Nature Socialism, 

23(1), 119–125. https://doi.org/10.1080/10455752.2011.648848 
 
Seyfang, G. (2006). Ecological citizenship and sustainable consumption: Examining local 

organic food networks. Journal of Rural Studies, 22(4), 383–395. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2006.01.003 

 
Sharma, K. D., & Jain, S. (2020). Municipal solid waste generation, composition, and 

management: The global scenario. Social Responsibility Journal, 16(6), 917–948. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/SRJ-06-2019-0210 

 
Silverman, D. (2000). Doing qualitative research: A practical handbook. SAGE Publications. 
 
Skene, K. R. (2018). Circles, spirals, pyramids and cubes: Why the circular economy cannot 

work. Sustainability Science, 13(2), 479–492. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-017-0443-
3 

 
Spangenberg, J. H. (2014). Institutional change for strong sustainable consumption: 

Sustainable consumption and the degrowth economy. Sustainability: Science, Practice 
and Policy, 10(1), 62–77. https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2014.11908125 

 



59 

Spekkink, W., Rödl, M., & Charter, M. (2022). Repair Cafés and Precious Plastic as translocal 
networks for the circular economy. Journal of Cleaner Production, 380, 135125. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2022.135125 

 
Stahel, W. R. (2016). The circular economy. Nature, 531(7595), 435–438. 

https://doi.org/10.1038/531435a 
 
Stahel, W. R. (1982). Product-Life Factor (Mitchell Prize Winning Paper). Retrieved April 2, 

2023, from http://www.product-life.org/en/major-publications/the-product-life-factor 
 
Stahel, W. R., & Reday-Mulvey, G. (1981). Jobs for Tomorrow: The Potential for Substituting 

Manpower for Energy. Vantage Press. 
 
Stähli, F. (2023, May 17). Impact Hub Geneva & Lausanne [personal communication]. 
 
Steinmann, Z. J. N., Schipper, A. M., Hauck, M., Giljum, S., Wernet, G., & Huijbregts, M. A. 

J. (2017). Resource Footprints are Good Proxies of Environmental Damage. 
Environmental Science & Technology, 51(11), 6360–6366. 
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.est.7b00698 

 
Suárez-Eiroa, B., Fernández, E., Méndez-Martínez, G., & Soto-Oñate, D. (2019). Operational 

principles of circular economy for sustainable development: Linking theory and practice. 
Journal of Cleaner Production, 214, 952–961. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2018.12.271 

 
Szilagyi, A., Cioca, L.-I., Bacali, L., Lakatos, E.-S., & Birgovan, A.-L. (2022). Consumers in 

the Circular Economy: A Path Analysis of the Underlying Factors of Purchasing 
Behaviour. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 19(18), 
11333. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph191811333 

 
Tukker, A. (2015). Product services for a resource-efficient and circular economy – a review. 

Journal of Cleaner Production, 97, 76–91. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2013.11.049 
 
Unmüßig, B., Sachs, W., & Fatheuer, T. (2012). Critique of the Green Economy: Toward 

Social and Environmental Equity. Heinrich Böll Foundation. 
 
Unterfrauner, E., Shao, J., Hofer, M., & Fabian, C. M. (2019). The environmental value and 

impact of the Maker movement—Insights from a cross‐case analysis of European maker 
initiatives. Business Strategy and the Environment, 28(8), 1518–1533. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/bse.2328 

 
Vaismoradi, M., Turunen, H., & Bondas, T. (2013). Content analysis and thematic analysis: 

Implications for conducting a qualitative descriptive study: Qualitative descriptive study. 
Nursing & Health Sciences, 15(3), 398–405. https://doi.org/10.1111/nhs.12048 



60 

Van Der Velden, M. (2021). ‘Fixing the World One Thing at a Time’: Community repair and 
a sustainable circular economy. Journal of Cleaner Production, 304, 127151. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2021.127151 

 
Vergragt, P. J. (2013). A possible way out of the combined economic-sustainability crisis. 

Environmental Innovation and Societal Transitions, 6, 123–125. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2012.10.007 

 
Viggiani, F. A. (2011). Organization Development and Democratization of the Firm. Business 

and Social Sciences Review (BSSR), 1(1), 21–40. 
 
Walden, J., Steinbrecher, A., & Marinkovic, M. (2021). Digital Product Passports as Enabler 

of the Circular Economy. Chemie Ingenieur Technik, 93(11), 1717–1727. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/cite.202100121 

 
Warde, A. (2005). Consumption and Theories of Practice. Journal of Consumer Culture, 5(2), 

131–153. https://doi.org/10.1177/1469540505053090 
 
World Commission on Environment and Development. (1987). Our Common Future (pp. 1–

247). United Nations. 
 
Wysokińska, Z. (2016). The “New” Environmental Policy Of The European Union: A Path To 

Development Of A Circular Economy And Mitigation Of The Negative Effects Of 
Climate Change. Comparative Economic Research. Central and Eastern Europe, 19(2), 
57–73. https://doi.org/10.1515/cer-2016-0013 

 
Yuan, Z., Bi, J., & Moriguichi, Y. (2008). The Circular Economy: A New Development 

Strategy in China. Journal of Industrial Ecology, 10(1–2), 4–8. 
https://doi.org/10.1162/108819806775545321 

 
Zink, T., & Geyer, R. (2017). Circular Economy Rebound. Journal of Industrial Ecology, 

21(3), 593–602. https://doi.org/10.1111/jiec.12545 
 
  



61 

Appendix 

 
A. Comprehensive List of Interviews. 

 
Nr. Date Name Institution/Company Position Sector Other relevant 

experience 

1 04.05.2023 Nadja 

Hempel 

Hans Sauer Stiftung Project Manager 

& Researcher 

Civil 

society 

N/A 

2 05.05.2023 Arthur Parry Fundatio Consulting Founder Business N/A 

3 05.05.2023 Martin 

Calisto 

Friant 

Autonomous 

University of 

Barcelona 

Postdoctoral 

Researcher 

Academia PhD Researcher, 

specialising on 

discourses on circular 

economy and its key 

challenges at Utrecht 

University 

4 11.05.2023 Brais Suárez 

Eiroa 

University of Vigo Postdoctoral 

Researcher 

Academia N/A 

5 11.05.2023 Tom Koch Rytec Switzerland Co-Head of 

Circular 

Economy 

Business Executive Committee 

Member at Circular 

Economy Switzerland 

6 12.05.2023 Natacha 

Klein 

Maneco Sustainability 

Consultant 

Business PhD Researcher, 

specialising in 

circularity in public 

sector organisations at 

Nova University Lisbon 

7 15.05.2023 Josip Pervan World Business 

Council for 

Sustainable 

Development 

(WBCSD) 

Senior Manager, 

Policy, Advocacy 

& Member 

Mobilization 

Business Project Consultant on 

Trade and Circular 

Economy at United 

Nations Economic 

Commission for Europe 

8 17.05.2023 Felix Stähli Impact Hub Geneva 

& Lausanne 

Co-Founder Civil 

society 

Executive Committee 

Member at Circular 

Economy Switzerland 
 

 
 
  



62 

B. Interview Transcripts 

 

For confidentiality reasons, the interview transcripts are not included in the public version of 
this thesis. 


