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Abstract 

The circular economy is a new socio-economic paradigm to decouple economic 

growth from environmental degradation. As a promising solution for sustainable 
development, the concept has gained significant momentum across sectors, 
especially within businesses and government. Given the cross-sector 

engagement with circular economy, the concept is shaped by a variety of actors 
that hold different interpretations. In order to explore this growing interest, our 

inquiry is twofold: we first look at the different actors that are driving the 
momentum, considering the lack of agreement on the concept boundaries. 
Secondly, our analysis focuses on the field dynamics that have led to the current 

momentum in Europe. We use Fligstein and MacAdam’s (2012) theory of 
Strategic Action Fields (SAFs) as an analytical lens and contribute to the circular 
economy academic discussion by providing empirically-based insights on the 

world-views and dynamics that are leading this transition.  
 

Our findings reveal that there is a shared understanding of the need for systemic 
change and the environmental imperatives for this transition. However, some 
actors emphasize the economic and business rationales for a circular economy, 

while others focus on social imperatives. Actors that emphasize economic risks 
and opportunities of the circular economy appear to exert disproportionate 

influence on the field. Our analysis further points to six dynamics that drive the 
momentum, and we argue that social skill employed by dominant actors is the 
main force behind the emergence of the circular economy field in Europe. We 

further argue that this social skill is used not only for creating new frames, but 
also for constantly switching and managing between frames, a process we call 

frame management. This process is especially important for the circular economy, 
as this transition implies a paradigm shift in our system. We conclude by 
proposing that a collaborative frame for the circular economy should be 

protected by field actors in order to invite a diversity of voices to develop the 
concept and recommend further research on the relevance of our analysis for a 
more comprehensive theory of fields.  

 
Key words: circular economy, sustainable development, strategic action fields 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
 
 
1.1 Overview 
 

One of the major challenges our society faces is how to achieve well-being for all, 

within the limits of our planet. Since the end of World War II, we have seen a 

“great acceleration” of both socio-economic trends such as economic growth and 

resource use, as well as Earth System trends like ocean acidification, tropical 

forest loss and surface temperature increase (Steffen et al., 2015). We are now in 

a situation where we have pushed some of our planetary boundaries into 

uncertainty and high-risk zones (Steffen et al., 2015). Even when faced with 

scientific consensus about the implications of our current direction, our growth-

based economic engine continues to speed up into an apparent doom. Yet 

economic growth and consumption are not equitably shared; in parts of the 

world we consume well past our share of resources, while 10,9 % of people live 

in extreme poverty (World Bank, 2018). Since economic growth will likely 

continue, as our population is expected to reach 9.8 billion people by 2050 (United 

Nations, 2017), we need a better way to manage our resources.  

 

The circular economy is emerging as a new socio-economic paradigm (Merli, 

Preziosi and Acampora, 2018) to decouple economic growth from environmental 

degradation (Ghisellini, Cialani and Ulgiati, 2016). Unlike the current linear 

“take, make, waste” model, a circular economy keeps resources in use by 

extending product lifetime and closing material loops after a product has reached 

the end of its usable life.  
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1.1.1 A growing momentum  
  

The circular economy has gained significant momentum in recent years (Merli, 

Preziosi and Acampora, 2018), sparking attention across policy makers and the 

business community. On the policy level, China has led the way with the national 

government taking up the concept as a core of its political strategy (Ghisellini, 

Cialani and Ulgiati, 2016a). It has been an important aspect of the Communist 

Party of China’s national development plan since 2002, (Murray, Skene and 

Haynes, 2015) and the country introduced the “Circular Economy Promotion 

Law” in 2009 (McDowall et al., 2017). Circular economy policy at the European 

level has developed more recently, when the European Commission included 

resource efficiency and circular economy as one of its Europe 2020 flagship 

initiatives in 2011 (Hobson, 2016). The European Commission then introduced 

the circular economy Package “Towards a circular economy: a zero waste 

programme for Europe” which came into effect in 2014 (De Man and Friege, 2016) 

with the Barroso Commission. This was rescinded with the Juncker Commission 

and later replaced by the 2015 circular economy Package “Closing the loop - An 

EU action plan for the circular economy” (European Commission, 2015).  

 

Parallel to the policy developments, the business world has been central in the 

discussion. In the European context, governmental and non-governmental 

organizations, and think-tanks have taken the lead on expanding the circular 

economy concept throughout the business community. A growing consulting 

industry has also emerged (Bocken et al., 2017) ready to capitalize on the 

opportunities of the transition. To operationalize this transition, new business 

models such as product-service systems (Lewandowski, 2016) have appeared. 

We are observing large international companies such as Philips (2015) and 

Carlsberg (Niero et al., 2017) as well as smaller start-ups such as the clothing-as-

a-service brand Vigga (2018) implementing and promoting circular business 

models. Furthermore, the first World Circular Economy Forum took place in 
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Helsinki in June 2017, bringing together business and government leaders from 

across the world (Sitra, 2018).  

 

1.1.2 Focus of our study 
 

We initially set out to investigate the rising momentum of the circular economy 

globally. Through an initial exploration of the topic, however, we found that 

most of the players influencing the circular economy are in Europe. Furthermore, 

the majority of existing literature is focused on Europe and China, where there 

have been policy developments (Merli, Preziosi and Acampora, 2018). However, 

China’s approach to circular economy has been clearly top-down, with the 

national government taking up the concept as a core of its political strategy 

(Ghisellini, Cialani and Ulgiati, 2016). Although the European Commission’s 

adoption of a Circular Economy Package is significant, we also observed a variety 

of actors were taking a leading role in shaping the circular economy field, making 

Europe an interesting case to study. Furthermore, ease of access and language 

barriers have influenced our decision to narrow our study of the circular 

economy momentum to a European context.  

 

Given the fact that the circular economy has been mainly developed by 

practitioners, scholars point out that research on the topic is limited, and that it 

lacks critical analysis (Lazarevic and Valve, 2017; Korhonen et al., 2018). Some 

scholars explain that the circular economy has been effective because it acts as an 

umbrella concept, bridging across previously fragmented schools of thought 

(Blomsma and Brennan 2017). Yet, more research is needed to understand how 

this frame mobilizes collective action. Other scholars suggest that while the 

circular economy has been proposed as a paradigm shift, research is mostly 

focused on the practical level (Korhonen et al., 2018). They encourage a new 

direction of research to understand the circular economy at a paradigm level, 

accounting for the different “world-views and visions” (ibid., p. 550) of the 

concept. Our inquiry aims to help fill this research gap by studying the paradigm 
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shift to a circular economy. We do this by analyzing the different interpretations 

and dynamics that drive this mobilization.   

 

Since the circular economy has gathered engagement from across sectors, it is not 

surprising that the concept has blurred boundaries, with no widely accepted 

definition or consensus on guiding principles (Merli, Preziosi and Acampora, 

2018). With this in mind, our analysis focuses on the following two research 

questions: 

 

- Who is driving the circular economy momentum in Europe, considering the lack of 

agreement on the concept boundaries? 

- What are the field dynamics that have led to the current momentum in Europe? 

 

In our analysis, we draw upon Fligstein and McAdam (2012), theory of Strategic 

Action Fields (SAFs). We first identify the key actors in the circular economy 

strategic action field and map their positions according to how they interpret the 

concept. We also categorize the actors as incumbents or challengers according to 

the relative influence they exert on the field. We then argue that there are six key 

field dynamics that have led to the current circular economy momentum and 

account for how these actors engage in collaborative action.  

 

Our findings point to the social skill of the key incumbents as the main driving 

force behind the momentum that the circular economy has experienced in 

Europe. We argue that social skill is also essential for the paradigm shift of 

circular economy which envisions systemic change. In this situation, social skill 

is used not only for creating new frames, but also for constantly switching and 

managing between different frames, a process we call frame management. We 

further reflect on the potential relevance of our analysis for a more 

comprehensive theory of fields. Lastly, we question the effectiveness of the 

current conceptualization of circular economy for solving the pressing societal 

challenges it promises to address.  
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1.1.3 Thesis structure 
 

This thesis is organized into seven chapters. In the rest of this chapter, we provide 

a more in-depth understanding of circular economy and a review of previous 

social science research on this topic. Chapter 2 presents the key elements of 

Fligstein and McAdam’s A Theory of Fields (2012), the theoretical framework we 

use to make sense of our findings. Chapter 3 outlines our methodology, which 

follows a qualitative approach inspired by grounded theory, while chapter 4 

introduces the setting of our research, providing a description of the actors and 

a chronological overview of the events we included in our analysis.  We present 

our findings in chapter 5, focusing on the two research questions guiding our 

inquiry. Lastly, we discuss the implications of our findings in chapter 6 and offer 

a final summary to our reader in our concluding chapter 7. 

 
 
1.2 What is the circular economy? 
 
To serve our society’s needs, we take resources out of the ground, manufacture 

products, use them until they no longer serve us and then discard them. Take a 

washing machine, for example – what happens when it breaks down and one 

cannot fix it? In the best-case scenario, this machine might go through an 

expensive recycling process, and in the worst-case scenario, pile up on a landfill. 

A circular economy, in contrast, aims to eliminate the concept of waste by 

keeping resources in use as long as possible. For example, this washing machine 

could be designed in modules, making it easy to repair by only replacing the 

broken part. Going even further, one could lease the washing machine, so that 

when the machine is due for an upgrade or repair, the manufacturer would take 

responsibility for servicing it. Once the machine has finally reached the end of its 

lifetime, the product would be easily disassembled into fully recyclable 

components. These are a couple of ways in which we could manage a domestic 

appliance under a circular economy.  
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As described in the example above, the circular economy is often contrasted to 

our current take-make-dispose linear economy (Bocken et al., 2017) and aims to 

keep resources in use by extending product lifetime and closing material loops. 

An ever-growing number of definitions have been proposed (Kirchherr, Reike 

and Hekkert, 2017a), but the most cited definition is that from the Ellen 

MacArthur Foundation that defines the circular economy as an economy “that is 

restorative and regenerative by intention and design” (Ellen MacArthur 

Foundation, 2013, p. 14).  

 

The concept is rooted in the environmental movement from the 1960’s and 1970’s 

and bridges many previous schools of thought, including Cradle to Cradle 

(McDonough and Braungart, 2002), the Performance Economy (Stahel, 2010), 

Biomimmicry (Byenus, 1998), Blue Economy (Pauli, 2010) and the academic field 

of Industrial Ecology. We present below some commonly cited principles and 

enablers of the concept to contextualize our study.  

 

1.2.1 Principles 
 

The circular economy combines the waste management principles of the 3R’s 

(reduce, reuse and recycle) as well the notions of designing out waste, 

distinguishing between technical and biological cycles, and regenerating natural 

systems (Ghisellini, Cialani and Ulgiati, 2016). Central to the circular economy 

concept is the idea of closing resource loops, where the waste of one process or 

product becomes the input for the next (Webster, 2015). Yet strategies for 

resource retention should follow a waste hierarchy (Reike, Vermeulen and 

Witjes, 2017), where shorter resource loops (reusing and repairing), and medium 

loops (refurbishing and remanufacturing) are preferable to longer loops 

(recycling and energy recovery). The ultimate goal is to keep valuable materials 

circulating through a resource-efficient system (Hobson and Lynch, 2016). 
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Differentiating between biological and technical materials is also key to achieving 

circular systems (Bocken, et al., 2017). Biological cycles include flows of organic 

material (such as coffee grounds or wood) that would return safely to natural 

systems. This process can be done through composting or anaerobic digestion 

and aims to regenerate natural ecosystems (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2013). 

Technical cycles are comprised of durable materials, (such as steel or glass) which 

could be used over and over without a loss in material integrity. This process can 

be achieved through reusing, repairing, remanufacturing or recycling. Finally, a 

circular economy is meant to be fueled by renewable energy and regenerate 

natural systems such as the soil, which further provides us with more renewable 

resources (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2013a).  

 

1.2.2 Enablers 
 

A few enablers have been proposed to facilitate a transition towards a circular 

economy. New business models, for example, are highlighted as integral to 

circular economy by various authors (Lewandowski, 2016; Ritzén and 

Sandström, 2017). Business models such as product-service systems (turning 

products into services), for example, can help consumers to move from 

ownership to usage, effectively decoupling a company’s profit from product 

quantity (Bocken et al., 2017). Consumer behavior change is also seen as an 

enabler of the system-wide transition (Ghisellini, Cialani and Ulgiati, 2016b). 

Furthermore, technological innovations, such as new materials or designs, are 

seen as essential for creating more circular products and processes (de Jesus and 

Mendonça, 2018). The systemic transformation inherent in a transitioning 

towards a circular economy is also emphasized by many authors (Hobson and 

Lynch, 2016; Kirchherr, Reike and Hekkert, 2017a; Lazarevic and Valve, 2017; 

Whicher et al., 2018). 
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1.3 Academic perspectives on circular economy 
 

The concept of circular economy encapsulates a diverse set of ideas from different 

fields (de Jesus and Mendonça, 2018), and countless definitions have been 

formulated (Kirchherr, Reike and Hekkert, 2017b; Homrich et al., 2018). Yet there 

is no clear consensus on what circular economy is and where the boundaries are 

(Merli, Preziosi and Acampora, 2018). The blurred boundaries of what the 

circular economy includes and what it does not allow the concept to remain 

relatively uncontroversial (Lazarevic and Valve, 2017). Scholars indicate that the 

European Commission’s Circular Economy Packages presents circular economy 

so broadly that it is difficult to criticize (ibid.). 

 

However, the lack of clarity on its understanding can cause challenges when 

attempting to implement the concept in practice or further develop the field 

(Kirchherr, Reike and Hekkert, 2017b). Scholars point at  the risk that the circular 

economy either remains in a conceptual deadlock without achieving its potential 

or results in a concept collapse (Kirchherr, Reike and Hekkert, 2017). The circular 

economy is now facing a “validity challenge”, where many interpretations exist 

and the concept has yet to achieve a “theoretical or paradigmatic clarity” 

(Blomsma and Brennan, 2017, p. 610). On the other hand, Korhonen et al. (2018) 

argue that a single, unified definition is not desirable as it would exclude some 

perspectives and prevent the evolution of the concept.  

 

The following subsections highlight two main streams of academic discussion: 

one focusing on the limitations of the concept and the other on some perspectives 

scholars have on the sociological implications of this transition. 

 

1.3.1 Limitations of the concept 
 
The circular economy is presented as an operational strategy to achieve 

sustainable development as it offers a way to decouple economic growth from 
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resource consumption (Ghisellini, Cialani and Ulgiati, 2016; Kirchherr, Reike and 

Hekkert, 2017; Korhonen et al., 2018; Prieto-Sandoval, Jaca and Ormazabal, 2018). 

Sustainable development is defined as “development that meets the needs of the 

present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs.” This understanding of sustainable development highlights the 

importance of balancing the needs of people, planet and profit (Brundtland, 

1987). Other concepts, such green economy and bioeconomy also aim to 

operationalize sustainable development (D’Amato et al., 2017), but circular 

economy seems to be the one taking off (Kirchherr, Reike and Hekkert, 2017), 

because it has a “clear angle of attack to help solving environmental problems” 

(Sauvé, Bernard and Sloan, 2016, p. 55). 

 

While pointing out the beneficial relationship between circular economy and 

sustainable development, some scholars have drawn attention to the limitations 

of the concept to address all three pillars of sustainability. We summarize the 

discussion of such limitations below.  

 
Limits to tackle sustainable development 
 
The literature has mostly focused on the environmental and economic aspects of 

sustainability, with the social dimension limited or excluded (Murray, Skene and 

Haynes, 2015; Hobson, 2016; Moreau et al., 2017). Hobson and Lynch (2016) argue 

that “at its core the circular economy is an economically and politically palatable 

response to aspirations for sustainable growth in the context of mounting 

pressures on global resources” (p. 17). However, a growing discussion has 

recently emerged about integrating all three sustainability pillars within circular 

economy (Merli, Preziosi and Acampora, 2018).  

 

When comparing the concept of sustainability with the circular economy, 

Geissdoerfer et al. (2017) concludes that although the goal of sustainability is to 

benefit the environment, the economy and society, “the main beneficiaries of the 

circular economy appear to be the economic actors that implement the system” 
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(p.764). Even when environmental considerations are included, focusing on only 

two out of three sustainability pillars, could result in circular solutions that are 

not overall sustainable (Kirchherr, Reike and Hekkert, 2017). When the social 

dimension is acknowledged as a benefit of the circular economy, it relates mainly 

to job creation (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017).  

 

Some academics highlight that the circular economy conceptualization does not 

challenge the power dynamics and inequalities in our society (Hobson and 

Lynch, 2016). These scholars argue that we need to critically question whether 

we are better off as a society when introducing these new models for producing 

and consuming (ibid.). They further claim that the current circular economy 

approach does not go far enough, as it does not address the root cause of the 

problems it promises to solve (Hobson and Lynch, 2016). 

 

Given these limitations, scholars propose that the popularization of the circular 

economy could be problematic as it diverts attention from more holistic 

approaches to operationalize sustainable development (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). 

Therefore, they advise that we should think about circular economy as a subset 

of sustainability, or “one among several solutions for fostering a sustainable 

system” (ibid., p. 766), allowing a diversity of strategies to inform business 

leaders and policymakers on sustainability (ibid.).   

 

Limited inclusion of the citizen   
 

While in the linear model, the citizen is seen as a consumer, in the circular 

economy the consumer transforms into a user (Hobson, 2016). Through the 

transition towards a circular economy, the main obstacle seems to be ensuring 

that consumers adopt the new circular business models, but the framework 

disregards how these new models relate with how households relate to goods, 

consumption and private property (ibid.). This line of criticism relates to how the 

circular economy conversation pushes the role of the citizen to the side lines by 
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focusing primarily on businesses and governments. Scholars agree that more 

research is needed to further understand the role of consumers on circular 

economy (Kirchherr, Reike and Hekkert, 2017).  

 

The burden of agency and responsibility is primarily passed on to governments, 

regulators and businesses in the circular economy, whereas the burden of system 

change in sustainability is more evenly shared across all stakeholders 

(Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). Merli et al. (2018) argue that the circular economy needs 

to expand its scope to integrate the concerns of the consumer and the wider 

behavior changes across society. Hobson and Lynch (2016) further emphasize the 

need to consider the role of the citizen, especially if the circular economy 

transition is the next big economic project in the European Union.  

 

Limits to tackle environmental issues 
 

Some research indicates that by focusing on economic growth and profit 

opportunities, the circular economy is likely to lead to rebound effects (Zink and 

Geyer, 2017). This happens when increased efficiencies lead to an overall increase 

in production, thereby offsetting the environmental benefits.  

 

Other authors bring to the fore the limitations of the European Commissions’ 

Circular Economy Package as it primarily focuses on recycling rather than 

disassembly and reusability (Blomsma and Brennan, 2017). Furthermore, it is 

difficult to evaluate the system-level environmental benefits of business models 

based on circular principles (Manninen et al., 2018) and more research is 

necessary on how to evaluate whether circular innovations are having their 

intended impacts.  
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1.3.2 Our study within other social science perspectives  
 
The circular economy is a relatively new field of study, with little attention from 

the social sciences on the societal implications of a transition (Korhonen et al., 

2018; Merli, Preziosi and Acampora, 2018). However, a few researchers use social 

science perspectives to reveal insights about the circular economy phenomenon. 

We present these perspectives and their findings and conclude this chapter with 

our intended contributions to this academic discussion.  

 

An analysis of the chronological development of the concept by Blomsma and 

Brennan (2017) leans on the use of frames to understand collective action in the 

waste and resource conversation. They use Hirsch and Levin’s (1999) umbrella 

concept to describe how the circular economy serves as a catalyst “by creating a 

new encompassing cognitive unit as well as a new discursive space” (Blomsma 

and Brennan, 2017, p. 606). Similarly to the umbrella concept, the circular 

economy has been described as a cluster concept encapsulating different sub-

concepts (Korhonen et al., 2018).  

 

A multiple case study research by Ranta et al. (2017) uses institutional theory to 

understand the drivers and barriers of circular economy adoption in different 

geographical regions. The findings indicate that a holistic institutional approach 

- including cultural-cognitive, institutional dimensions as well as regulative and 

normative ones -  is necessary to drive circular practices.  

 

Korhonen et al. (2018) explain that the circular economy has been presented as a 

“paradigm shift” and they propose a “methodological model” for such 

transformations. Accordingly, paradigm changes happen in two dimensions: the 

paradigm level, which focuses on visions, concepts and norms; and the more 

practical level, which centers around metrics, tools and instruments. The authors 

argue that most of the research on circular economy is happening at the practical 

level and that the paradigm level is largely underexplored (Korhonen et al., 2018).  
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Through this model, Korhonen et al. point at directions for research areas such as 

organizational culture and inter-organizational learning, as well as the overall 

“world-views and visions” (p. 550) underpinning the culture of circular 

economy.  

 

Hobson and Lynch (2016) further argue that proponents of the circular economy 

from the influential business community focus on presenting win-win scenarios 

that represent a limited story of societal transformation. These authors highlight 

the importance of utilizing socio-political frameworks to better understand the 

radical social change implied in a circular economy transition (ibid.).  

 

In line with the directions for circular economy research indicated by these 

scholars, we aim to contribute to the circular economy research field by 

positioning our study at the paradigm level. Additionally, in order to better 

understand the change happening at this level, we draw on a unified sociological 

framework, the theory of Strategic Action Fields (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012). By 

analyzing the development of the circular economy as a strategic action field in 

Europe, we shed light on the interpretations and dynamics that have led to the 

circular economy momentum and the process through which actors drive this 

paradigm shift.  

 

In the following chapter, we expand on the theory of fields, outlining the reasons 

why we chose this theory, and highlighting the theory elements relevant for our 

analysis.  
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework 
 
 
 
In trying to understand who the actors working towards making circular 

economy a reality in Europe are, and the dynamics defining their efforts, we 

draw upon A Theory of Fields by Fligstein and Doug McAdam (Fligstein and 

McAdam, 2012). The theory merges the ontologies and social categories of 

multiple ways of thinking about change in society: social movement studies, 

organizational theory, economic sociology and historical institutionalism in 

political science (ibid.). 

 

Field theory is of general importance in the social sciences because it balances 

both macro and micro scales of analysis, interweaving two perspectives: 

structural determinism and agency. When looking at how people organize social 

life (creating institutions, social movements, governing resources etc.) 

sociologists often embrace one of the two perspectives: either assigning a more 

central role to social structures (states, markets, institutions, interest groups) or 

social agents (individuals). There is an on-going debate in academia about the 

“extent organization derives from agency exercised by its members or results 

from structures enabling and/or constraining such agency”  (Bunzel, 2008). 

 

Noting that “each perspective offers an incomplete picture of how much of 

organized social life works,” (2011, p. 22), Fligstein and McAdam, however, 

consider the possibility that these two perspectives could converge. They claim 

that all social dynamics actually refer to the same kinds of social phenomena, 

produced by actors (individual or groups) involved in collective strategic action: 

“Our main assertion is that there exists a deeper structure to social, economic, 

and political life such that collective strategic action has similar roots and 

dynamics across the otherwise different arenas in which those actions take place” 

(ibid., p.193). Building on that, they present a general theory of social change and 
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stability, anchored in a perspective of social life as directed by complex webs of 

“Strategic Action Fields” (SAFs). 

 
2.1 Brief summary and reasons for using the theory 
 

Fligstein and McAdam (2012) posit SAFs as fundamental units of society. These 

arenas are socially constructed “meso-level social orders” (ibid., p.9) that form 

“where there is something at stake” that actors strive to control (ibid., p. 27). This 

perspective bridges the micro level focus on individual action with the macro 

level view of institutions and organizations. Actors in the field (individuals or 

collective) are aware of one another, and interact based on a shared 

understanding of the purpose of the field, who has power and why, as well as 

the rules of the field (Fligstein and McAdam, 2011). A shared understanding of 

the purpose of the field does not entail that SAFs are consensual arenas where 

actors make sense of the problem using the same logic. Instead, SAFs form 

around actors contending the nature of the problem.  

 

The theory distinguishes between different types of actors: incumbents, 

challengers and governance units. Incumbents dominate the field and shape it to 

their advantage, challengers occupy less influential positions and wield 

alternative views of how the field should operate. Governance units make sure 

that the rules of the field are respected, but they also sustain the position of 

incumbents. The potential for change lies in the possibility of contention between 

incumbents and challengers. In order for any of the actors to succeed, social skill 

is required to engage or mobilize others, by framing lines of action. Fligstein and 

McAdam see social skill as evenly distributed across the population, including 

challengers who have a chance at contending. 

 

We find this theory powerful in helping us make sense of the circular economy 

field in Europe for the following reasons:  
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(1) It states that collective action should be understood as occurring in and 

around fields; SAFs therefore become the unit of analysis of strategic 

collective action and change. 

 

(2) It helps us nest the analysis at a meso-level, to account for both a 

variety of institutional orders as well as agents involved in the change 

process towards circularity. 

 

(3) It describes SAFs as uneven playing fields, distinguishing between 

different types of actors or positions in the field. Field dynamics can be 

understood by analyzing the power relations between actors. 

 

(4) It ties the capacity of an actor to manifest its agency to social skill 

(defined as the ability to frame lines of action or shape coalitions or 

shared identities); strategic collective action or change is therefore 

driven by skilled social actors.  

 

Apart from offering one generalized theory of stability and change, one of the 

most relevant insights of SAFs, and the associated conceptual framework 

presented in the theory of fields, is how “once in place, the meso-level social 

orders that structure our lives offer us anchors as to what to do, when to do it, 

and, how to do it” (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012, p.178).  

 

On an analytical level, the theory provides us with a conceptual language that 

enables us to study the emergence (as well as reproduction and destabilization) 

of particular fields. At the same time it offers valuable insights into how the 

“manifold interdependencies” (Fligstein and Vandebroeck, 2014, p. 108) that 

connect fields with each other have an impact on their internal dynamics. 
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2.2 Theory elements in detail 
 

Fligstein and McAdam include a list of social items in their theory: (1) strategic 

action fields, (2) incumbents, challengers, governance units, (3) social skill, (4) 

broader field environment, (5) exogenous shocks, field ruptures and the onset of 

contention, (6) episodes of contention and (7) settlement. The following section 

elaborates on the theory elements, focusing on the first four, since they are 

particularly relevant for our analysis. 

 

(1) Strategic action fields  

 

Fligstein and McAdam’s approach to collective strategic action is built on the idea 

of Strategic Action Fields (SAFs), which they define as “the fundamental units of 

collective action in society” (Fligstein and McAdam, 2012, p. 9). They describe 

that fields form around something at stake, which actors strive to control. Thus, 

the field boundaries are not fixed, but rather outlined by the definition of the 

issue. As such, the field is constructed by the stakeholders to the issue. Fields are 

socially “constructed” in “the sense that they turn on a set of understandings 

fashioned over time by members of the field” (ibid., p.10). Accordingly, field 

dynamics are rooted in the following shared understandings: 

 

- what is going on in the field or what is at stake; 

- who has power and why, each actor has a generalized sense of how there 

are positioned relative to others in the field; 

- the nature of the rules in the field; actors understand what tactics are 

possible, legitimate within the field; and 

- the broad interpretative frames that actors (individual or collective) use to 

make sense of what others within the field are doing. 

 

The theory makes it clear that a shared broad interpretative frame does not imply 

consensus among all actors. SAFs are spaces of contention, due to the “relative 
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and potentially oppositional positions of actors within the field” (Fligstein & 

McAdam, 2012, p.11).  

 

Fligsten and McAdam (2012) state that they expect to see different interpretative 

frames reflecting the relative position of actors in a given field (and not a strong 

consensus): “we see fields as only rarely organized around a truly consensual 

‘taken for granted’ reality” (ibid., p.11). The potential for change in a field lies 

exactly in its contentious nature. 

 

SAF membership is based on subjective “standing” rather than objective criteria 

(Fligstein & McAdam, 2012, p.10). The scholars add that “theoretically, a field is 

defined by the relationships between all of the players who view themselves as 

members of the field” (ibid., p.188). SAF membership can be understood as 

comprised by “those groups who routinely take each other into account in their 

action” (ibid., p.167-168). 

 

The theory acknowledges the fractal nature of SAFs, meaning that collective 

actors in a field are made up of SAFs themselves, nested within each other. Such 

arrangements of fields highlight the interdependence of SAFs and their ability to 

drive change in one another. 

 

(2) Incumbents, challengers and governance units 

 

SAFs are uneven playing fields and one needs to look at the power relations 

(Fligstein and McAdam, 2012) – who gets what and why – to understand field 

dynamics. The theory builds on the challenger-incumbent dichotomy underlying 

much of social movement theory (Gamson, 1975) and differentiates between 

three types of actors: incumbents, challengers and governance units.  

 

Incumbents are the ones who dominate the field. They use their influence to have 

the field organized according to their views and interests. Consequently, field 
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rules further legitimize and consolidate their position in the SAF. Challengers are 

the dominated actors, occupying less advantageous positions in the field. While 

they are aware of the dominant logic, they are also able to hold alternative visions 

of the field and their position in it. They conform to the logic of the field and, 

instead of engaging in open revolt, wait for opportunities to challenge the 

dominant logic and structure. Some, but not all SAFs also have internal governance 

units who are in charge of overseeing compliance with the rules of the field. These 

units are internal to the field and not external state structures. 

 

(3) Social skill and the existential functions of the social 

 

The success of strategic action in the field, be it by incumbents or challengers, 

depends on the capacity of some actors to fashion their agency. This is influenced 

by their social skill or “the ability to induce cooperation by appealing to and 

helping to create shared meaning and collective identities” (Fligstein and 

McAdam, 2012, p. 46). At the core of social skill lies the capacity for empathetic 

understanding that enables the creation of identities. Actors leverage empathy 

and understanding of others “to provide an interpretation of a given situation 

and to frame [proposed] courses of action” (ibid., p. 46). As such, social skill refers 

to actors’ ability to create and maintain shared worlds and identities that 

mobilize collective action. 

 

For Fligstein and McAdam (2012), social skill is an element of social action that 

serves as more of an existential function than an instrumental one. They argue 

that at the core of social action are existential questions such as ‘who am I?’, ‘what 

is the meaning of life?’, ‘how do I show I belong?’ etc. The construction of fields 

involves creating collective identities for actors and producing meaning 

(Fligstein and Vandebroeck, 2014). This view highlights the constructed 

dimension of social action. It is rooted in symbolic interactionism, a major 

sociological perspective which considers that “actors’ conceptions of themselves 
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are powerfully shaped by their interactions with others” (Fligstein & McAdam, 

2012, p.47). 

 

Social skill enables actors to create frames that make people cooperate in new 

ways. They create meaning and membership (group identity) by appealing to 

others’ ideas of self, beliefs and interests and by having clear answers to questions 

like “what’s in it for me?” (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012, p. 50). Skilled actors act as 

institutional entrepreneurs (DiMaggio, 1988). They build on what is available to 

invent new “cultural conceptions” and create entirely new institutions (Fligstein 

and McAdam, 2012, p. 110). By fashioning meanings or frames that resonate with 

other actors’ prior image of themselves, they reorganize a field under a new 

identity and interests. Previously disparate actors “accept a position in the [new] 

order that may redefine who they are and what they want” (ibid., p. 110) making 

it possible for new cultural frames and collective identities to arise. 

 

From an analytical perspective, social skill is what explains the ability of an actor 

to exert its agency and what helps them navigate the complex web of relations 

that creates a SAF. By engaging in an interactive process, (creating new frames 

shaping new collective identities, and political coalitions) socially skilled actors 

invent new lines of collaborative action. As such, a field does not emerge out of 

shared interests, but rather through a shared mission. This is achieved through 

the “creative cultural process” driven by socially skilled actors that create a 

“narrative account of the new collective identity bringing together different field 

members” (Fligstein and McAdam, 2012, p. 110). 

 

(4) The broader field environment 

 

SAFs do not exist in a vacuum but are rather embedded in a net of complex 

relations with other fields. The theory outlines three sets of binary distinctions 

that determine the types of interdependencies with other fields. Given the 
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complex nature of relations of one SAF to its broader field environment, stability 

of a field is a function of such dependencies (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011): 

 

- Distant vs proximate fields – depending on the types of ties and capacity 

to influence a given SAF; distant fields have weak or no ties and therefore 

no capacity to influence the SAF in question, whereas proximate fields 

have regular ties and routinely impact a given SAF. 

 

- Vertical vs horizontal fields – applies to proximate fields and depends on 

the capacity of a field to exercise authority over another. 

 

- State vs nonstate fields – an obvious but necessary distinction, given that 

most state actors have formal authority to intervene and set the rules in 

nonstate fields. 

 

The following three theory elements refer to dynamics applicable to previously 

stable fields facing disruption or contention. As our case of the circular economy 

in Europe focuses on field emergence, they will not serve to frame our analysis, 

but we touch upon these dynamics briefly, only to offer a complete picture of the 

theory. 

 

(5) Exogenous shocks, mobilization, and the onset of contention 

 

Exogenous shocks refer to significant changes in proximate fields that impact a 

SAF in question. While incumbents are usually in a fortified position, they tend 

to manage surviving change pressures; yet sometimes their privileged position 

might not be enough to prevent a crisis (Fligstein and McAdam, 2011). Field 

dynamics in such times are much alike to the field emergence dynamics 

described in the next section of this chapter. 
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(6) Episodes of contention 

 

Episodes of contention are periods of dispute among field members triggered by 

a shared sense of uncertainty regarding the dominant logic and structure of the 

field (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011). Such periods involve sustained mobilization 

by both challengers and incumbents, which use framing to either try to maintain 

the old order or propose a new one (ibid.). 

 

(7) Settlement 

 

Settlements occur once a new shared sense regarding field rules and cultural 

norms is achieved and “a generalized sense of order and certainty returns” 

(Fligstein & McAdam, 2011, p.10). This happens either through sustained 

oppositional mobilization by challengers or the reaffirmation of the status quo by 

incumbents (ibid.). 

 

2.3 Field emergence 
 

The theory differentiates between different states of SAFs: emergence, stability 

and rupture (or crisis). We intentionally focus only on field emergence, as this 

process is relevant for our case of an emergent circular economy field in Europe. 

 

A field emerges out of a chaotic action arena or an unorganized social space. In 

the emergent phase, there are a multiplicity of collective identities and division 

of resources (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012, p. 175). The lack of shared rules and 

understandings make this an “inherently unstable situation” (ibid., p. 109). 

 

Field formation and stabilization requires the negotiation of an “initial 

settlement” (Fligstein and McAdam, 2012, p. 88) regarding the four shared 

understandings outlined above (what is at stake, how are other actors positioned, 
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the field rules and the broad interpretative frame). There are four specific 

dynamics of field formation (ibid., p. 89): 

 

- Emergent mobilization – or the process through which actors create new 

lines of interaction with others in the field. They do so by creating new 

shared understandings of opportunities and threats. Subsequently, “the 

creation or appropriation of organizational vehicles sufficient to launch 

and sustain innovative collective action must follow if the process of field 

formation is to occur” (ibid., p. 89). Change involves new lines of collective 

action, which result in new social relations or organizations, new identities 

and frames, and new normative understandings. 

 

- Social skill and the fashioning of a settlement – field formation relies on the 

capacity of skilled social actors to create “some kind of routinized order” 

(ibid., p. 92) out of chaotic, incipient SAFs. Fields are born out of the 

“concerted efforts of collective actors to fashion a stable consensus 

regarding rules of conduct and membership criteria that routinize 

interaction in pursuit of common aims” (ibid., p. 92). This is what the 

theory calls a “settlement”, and once a shared understanding of this 

settlement is created, a field emerges and actors act to reproduce it.  

 

- State facilitation – it is quite common, though not necessary, that state 

actors support the formation of a field by actively backing the position of 

particular groups. 

 

- Internal governance units – may be set up to create and spread information 

about the field to its members and outside audience, or act as field 

representatives, lobbying within state fields. 

 

To summarize, field emergence depends on a complex succession of events. This 

happens once two or more parties start to interact and begin to bring order in a 
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previously unorganized social space. Field formation depends on: the level of 

social skill of the actors which will influence their ability to negotiate a settlement, 

the degree to which state actors get involved to back up a settlement, and finally, 

the creation of internal governance units to facilitate turning the settlement into 

routine actions. 

 

2.4 Social skill, strategic action and entrepreneurship 
 

Fligstein and McAdam (2012) discuss how different forms of strategic action 

make more sense under different field states. Social skill can have its largest 

impact when social space is disorganized (Fligstein and Vandebroeck, 2014). At 

this initial stage no one is sure what is at stake, what a resource is or what are the 

ways to get others to cooperate. New possibilities to engage in new forms of 

collective action may appear and pragmatic, skilled actors can capitalize on that 

to build new coalitions or ways of working that are deemed impossible under 

other circumstances (Fligstein and Vandebroeck, 2014). Using social skill to get 

collective action is difficult, since people usually do not automatically collaborate 

or invest time into something new and novel.  

 

Social skill is critical in the formation of new social space as unorganized spaces 

are ripe with opportunities for entrepreneurial action. Fligstein & McAdam note 

that “entrepreneurs appear not in settled social fields, but in those that are 

emerging or those that are on the verge of transformation [destabilized fields]” 

(2012, p. 181). They continue by adding: “it is a role that is available under certain 

conditions of social fields. Entrepreneurs can act to bring together other groups 

in a political coalition in a social movement-like fashion by forging collective 

identities that allow the structuring of the field. They do so by recognizing what 

the system gives them. So, they are likely to build a coalition under conditions in 

which no group can […] be dominant […] It is this recognition by actors of the 

structural situation in which they find themselves that gives them the 

opportunity to help forge new social space” (ibid., p.181). 
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2.5 Clarifications and additions to the theory of fields 
 

Our analysis utilizes the concept of frames to understand the interpretation of 

circular economy by different actors. We use the concept as defined by Benford 

and Snow (2000) as a set of ideas that provide meaning to events and experiences. 

Consequently, framing is the process of creating such a set of ideas with the intent 

of driving collective action (ibid.).  

 

Furthermore, we bring an addition to the theory of fields that will prepare the 

grounds for our analysis, based on the work of Furnari (2017) on issue framing 

for field changes. The author argues that while fields revolve around issues, not 

enough attention has been devoted by scholars to explain why certain issue 

frames catalyze substantial field-level changes, while other frames remain largely 

insignificant. Furnari (ibid.) describes two types of issue frames (adversarial vs 

collaborative) and a two types of existing field structures (centralized vs 

fragmented).  

 

Adversarial vs collaborative issue frames 

 

Under an adversarial frame, elite actors in the field are blamed and held 

responsible for the root cause of the issue. As such, solutions to the problem 

cannot be achieved within current field dynamics. Therefore, new (conflictual) 

processes are envisioned to solve the problem (contestation, protests, boycotts, 

etc.). Alternatively, under a collaborative issue frame, broad societal conditions 

or forces are identified as the source of the problem. Abstract entities such as the 

system, society, and human nature are blamed for the issue, playing down the 

role of human agency in causing it. In this manner, envisioned solutions can be 

found within existing field through new, inter-organizational, collaborative 

processes (Furnari, 2017). 
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Centralized vs fragmented fields 

 

This distinction refers to the structure of the field and emphasizes the power 

distribution and types of relationships between the actors in the field. Centralized 

fields are usually hierarchical, with a few actors, whose authority is widely 

recognized by other members. A fragmented field, by contrast, is one in which 

areas of jurisdiction are overlapping, and actors are a variety of uncoordinated 

parties, none carrying extraordinary influence on the field (Furnari, 2017). 

 

Based on these two sets of binary distinctions, there are four various scenarios 

that occur. In a centralized field: 

- an adversarial frame is more likely to trigger change, and when change 

occurs, it creates a new settlement that will weaken the field’s elite; 

- a collaborative frame is less likely to trigger change, but when change 

occurs, it will reinforce the field’s elite. 

 

Conversely, in a fragmented field: 

- an adversarial frame is less likely to trigger change, but when change 

occurs, it will polarize the fragmented actors; 

- a collaborative frame is more likely to trigger change, and when change 

occurs, it aligns the fragmented actors in the field. 

 
In the following chapter, we expand on how we approached our inquiry, 

drawing on qualitative methods inspired by grounded theory, and how we 

conducted a thorough analysis guided by our research questions.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
 
 

As introduced in the previous chapters, our study focuses on understanding the 

development of the circular economy in Europe by looking at who the field actors 

are and what dynamics have led to the current circular economy momentum in 

Europe. As such, we are looking at multiple understandings of an emerging 

concept and the dynamics within that field. 

 

By looking at the field actors that are involved in the momentum, we analyze 

circular economy as a concept that is built through social interaction in which 

actors create “partially shared meanings and realities” (Saunders, Lewis and 

Thornhill, 2012, p. 130). Similarly, by trying to understand the dynamics that 

have led to the current circular economy momentum in Europe, we approach 

studying circular economy as a social phenomenon, a continual process that is in a 

constant state of flux and revision (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012, p. 130). 

In other words, we aim to understand “what is happening or how realities are 

experienced” (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012, p. 130), and for such an 

inquiry “it is necessary as a researcher to study a situation in detail, including 

historical, geographical, and socio-cultural contexts” (ibid.). Consequently, our 

inquiry is anchored in the social constructivist research paradigm, and as 

subjective researchers, we are interested in the different perspectives that help to 

account for different social realities of different social actors involved in the 

circular economy. 

 

In order to explore this topic, we rely on qualitative data collection methods and 

analysis. Our study design inspired by grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006), a 

systematic process for data collection and analysis. While it is not our objective 

to derive generalized theory from the data collected, we use elements of the 

theory of fields (Fligstein and McAdam, 2012) to interpret and make sense of our 

data. The following sections provide details on the research paradigm 
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influencing our approach to the study, as well a more in-depth explanation of 

our study design, including material collection, data generation and analysis. 

 

3.1 Research paradigm 
 

This section describes the philosophy of science that frames our approach to 

research and describes its ontological and epistemological assumptions. 

 

Research is a systematic investigation or inquiry, a process in which the 

researcher collects, analyses and interprets data, in an effort to understand, 

describe, predict or control a phenomenon, or to empower individuals in such 

contexts (Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006). An inquiry or research paradigm 

influences the way knowledge is studied and interpreted (Mackenzie and Knipe, 

2006). It defines for the researchers “what it is they are about” (Guba and Lincoln, 

1994, p. 108) and informs them as to “what is important, what is legitimate, what 

is reasonable” concerning systematic inquiry (Sarantakos, 1998, p. 30). As such, 

Guba & Lincoln (1994) note that the research paradigm is defined by a set of 

beliefs regarding the form and nature of reality (ontological assumptions), and 

regarding the nature of the relationship between the knower and the inquirer, 

and therefore the nature of knowledge (or epistemological assumptions). Such 

beliefs underpin a researcher’s methodological choice, research strategy, and 

data collection techniques and analysis procedures (Saunders, Lewis and 

Thornhill, 2012). 

 

Varying opinions exist as to what are the main paradigms of inquiry (Annells, 

1996), but the most frequently discussed are positivism, realism, interpretivism 

and pragmatism (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012) or, more specifically in 

qualitative research, positivism, post-positivism, constructivism and critical 

theory (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). Interpretivism and constructivism are very 

often discussed interchangeably (Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006) since they have 

similar roots and interest in understanding social phenomena by relying on the 



 31 

perspective of the people and phenomena under research. However, 

interpretivism, according to Lee and Baskerville (2003) puts more emphasis on 

creating an interpretation that is valid for more than just the phenomenon in 

focus of research.  

 

We anchor our research approach in the constructivist perspective (Guba and 

Lincoln, 1994; Annells, 1996; Kukla, 2000; Charmaz, 2006), which converges two 

streams of sociology: the sociology of knowledge and the sociology of science 

(Kukla, 2000). More specifically, the research philosophy underpinning this 

study is that of social constructivism (Kukla, 2000), which assumes that reality is 

constructed by our own activity and that people collectively invent the world 

rather than discover it. As such, we assume that people, including us as 

researchers, construct the realities in which they participate (Charmaz, 2006). 

 

Our ontological assumptions are relativist (Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Kukla, 2000). 

Realities are understood as various, intangible mental constructions, socially and 

experientially based (Guba and Lincoln, 1994) and it is human activity that 

constructs reality, as members of a group or society invent the properties of the 

world (Kukla, 2000). Consequently, reality cannot be discovered as it does not 

exist prior to social invention.  

 

Our epistemological assumptions are transactional and subjectivist (Guba and 

Lincoln, 1994). As the researcher and the object of investigation are interactively 

linked, knowledge is created as the investigation proceeds. As such, knowledge 

is a human product that is not only socially, but also culturally constructed (Guba 

and Lincoln, 1994; Kukla, 2000) as individuals create meanings through their 

interactions with each other and their environment. 

 

In contrast to a positivist perspective, which assumes knowledge is objective and 

independent of social actors (Guba and Lincoln, 1994), in a social constructivist 

paradigm, the process of knowledge creation is regarded as dynamic. It involves 
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relating and constructing and, thus, knowledge that is contextual cannot be 

reduced to a list of generalizations. With this in mind, we frame our study within 

the assumptions and characteristics of a qualitative approach to design, which 

according to Creswell is “an evolving design, the presentation of multiple 

realities, the researcher as an instrument of data collection, and a focus on 

participants’ views” (1998, p. 20). 

 

3.2 Research design 
 
 
In order to explore the circular economy field in Europe, we rely on qualitative 

data collection methods and analysis, and conduct a qualitative study, which, 

following Creswell (1998, p. 15), “builds a complex, holistic picture, analyzes 

worlds, reports detailed views of informants, and conducts the study in a natural 

setting”.  

 

A detailed setting of our research, including an overview of the actors and the 

sequence of events we explored, is provided in Chapter 4. 

 

3.2.1 Rationale for designing a qualitative study 
 

Before embarking in a qualitative study, Creswell (1998) advises to determine 

whether there is a strong rationale for such an approach. According to Creswell 

(1998) the rationale is defined by the nature of the question, and the need for 

individuals to be studied in their natural setting as well as the need for a topic to 

be explored and presented in detail. Given that our questions start with “who” 

and “what”, they already provide an initial interpretation of what is going on in 

the circular economy field. There are some actors shaping the concept and much 

has happened in the past decade, but the field has not been studied or mapped 

from a sociological perspective. Consequently, there is a need for the topic to be 

explored, because variables and actors cannot be easily identified. Additionally, 

the study of the circular economy field in Europe requires gathering various 
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types of rich material from the field, otherwise the findings would be lacking 

context. Lastly, since a bird’s-eye view of the field is not enough to provide a 

comprehensive understanding of the dynamics that led to this momentum, and 

the close-up view has not been approached by any previous study, our research 

requires a detailed view of the topic. This assessment substantiates our choice for 

the implementation of a qualitative study and frames our role as active learners 

in the process. 

 

3.2.2 A study design inspired by social constructivist grounded 
theory 
 

The design of our qualitative study is inspired in its approach by grounded 

theory. Initially introduced by Glaser & Strauss (1967), grounded theory emerged 

as a research method in a time when positivistic, quantitative approaches 

trumped qualitative approaches, which were regarded as unsystematic and 

biased (Charmaz, 2006). Grounded theory, despite its name, which may suggest 

a theoretical approach, was described by Glaser & Strauss (1967) as a method to 

guide scholars in the process of discovering new theories grounded in data.  

 

We adopt a socially constructivist approach to grounded theory, and let our 

study design be inspired by the work of Charmaz (2006), “Constructing 

Grounded Theory”. This perspective differs from the initial ground theory 

approach, assuming that theory is constructed and not discovered. While the aim 

of grounded theory is to construct a theory, we limit the influence of this 

approach on our study to data collection and analysis only. Consequently, we 

used a grounded theory inspired systematic approach to collect, code, compare 

and analyze data to map the field of circular economy in Europe, without 

intending to develop a generalized theory of circular economy. However, we use 

theoretical terms to reflect on our findings, using what Glaser & Strauss (1967) 

call “theoretical sensitivity”. For that aim, we make use of elements from the 

theory of fields (Fligstein and McAdam, 2012) to interpret and make sense of our 



 34 

data. As such, in line with Charmaz’s (2006, p. 10) understanding of a grounded 

theory approach, our study offers “an interpretive portrayal of the studied world, 

not an exact picture of it”. 

 

3.2.3 Abductive approach 
 
Grounded theory is usually referred to as employing an inductive approach. 

However, some scholars point out that it is more appropriate to think of the 

approach as abductive (Charmaz, 2006; Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012; 

Timmermans and Tavory, 2012; Czarniawska, 2014). Instead of accumulating 

data out of which theory can be induced, our study’s logical inference moves 

from an initial interpretation of an observed phenomenon to a more sophisticated 

understanding of it based on subsequent observations. This led to a “zigzag 

process” (Creswell, 1998, p. 57), in which we collected and analyzed data 

concurrently, moving between collecting materials (extant texts and interviews), 

generating data, and interpreting the data through the lens of our theoretical 

framework. 

 
3.3 Material collection 
 
 
3.3.1 Initial exploration of the topic 
 

Initially, we set out to explore the momentum circular economy was experiencing 

globally. Since the phenomenon is complex, involves many actors and has 

recently emerged, both interpretations and practices of circular economy are still 

in flux. Consequently, it was challenging to establish a clear entry point to study 

the field, and thus we decided to explore different options for entering the field.  

 

One member of our research team attended the first World Circular Economy 

Conference that took place in Helsinki in June 2017 and had initial exposure to 

most of the prominent field actors, such as the European Environmental Agency, 
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Zero Waste Scotland, Ellen MacArthur Foundation, and the forum host, Sitra. We 

subsequently attended the Made in Space festival in Copenhagen in June 2017, 

which explored the topic of Circular Societies as one of its main themes. This 

event introduced us to a variety of ways that circularity can be conceptualized 

and introduced in practice. Subsequently, one member of the research team 

decided to design an independent study course called “Designing Circular 

Societies” which took place at Copenhagen Business School in Fall 2017. Through 

this course, we gathered a more holistic understanding of the field, looking at 

both actors that are influential in shaping the meanings of circular economy, and 

smaller players (start-ups) that put circular concepts into practice. In December 

2017, one of the researchers had the opportunity to interview Lars Zimmermann, 

one of the founders of Open Source Circular Economy Days (OSCE Days). 

Parallel to this, the other researcher visited two sites of circular economy 

practitioners: The Plant in Chicago, Illinois, USA and CRCLR House in Berlin, 

Germany to gain an understanding of the different perspectives on circular 

economy on the two continents. These initial interviews with OSCE Days, 

CRCLR and The Plant, illustrated that there were different ways that the circular 

economy could be conceptualized, as these actors all pointed out the particular 

risks underpinning the mainstream understanding of the circular economy, such 

as failing to address social issues and questions of equitability.  

 

Based on this initial exploration of the topic and the field globally, we decided to 

limit the geographical scope of our study to the circular economy field in Europe, 

as it appeared to be a much more developed field. Although we found that China 

is also a very relevant region for circular economy, language barriers and ease of 

access further informed our choice to focus on the development of the field in 

Europe.  

 

Appendix 2 offers a summary list of the exploratory activities we engaged in to 

get an initial understanding of the circular economy momentum. 
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3.3.2 Material selection  
 
Sampling methods  
 
Based on our initial exploration of the topic, we started mapping the field by 

investigating the actors that we met during the World Circular Economy Forum 

in 2017. We started with Sitra, the main organizer of the conference and then 

moved over to other organizers and co-organizers. We selected these actors 

initially based on our own perception of their relevance and importance within 

the field.  

 

We continued to select and analyses new actors using snowball sampling by 

identifying new actors being referenced or quoted in the documents we 

analyzed. While snowball sampling is usually criticized for contradicting many 

of the underlying assumptions of conventional notions of sampling (Atkinson 

and Flint, 2001), it offers a tool for tracing bonds and links (Berg, 1988) between 

the initial actors and others. This is particularly relevant for our approach as we 

try to understand who is in conversation with whom and which actors are 

acknowledged by others, etc. Such an approach is also in line with the theoretical 

conceptualization of a field as described by Fligstein & McAdam (2012), which 

does not have clear boundaries, but is constructed situationally, around the issue 

at stake. 

 

As our interpretation of the field and dynamics became more sophisticated, we 

used theoretical sampling. We did this to expand our sample and chose deviant 

cases in order to understand alternative conceptualizations of circular economy 

and the dynamics in which such players are engaged in the field. This stream of 

inquiry followed the direction pointed by OSCE, The Plant and CRCLR who had 

used a very different rhetoric than the actors we were initially exposed to during 

the conference. This process led us to identify actors such as Alexandre Lemille, 

a vocal circular economy practitioner and activist, as well as practitioner sites like 

De Ceuvel in Amsterdam.  
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Selection of empirical material 
 

We started with the premise that a basic principle of grounded theory is that 

everything constitutes material or data. As Glaser (1998) writes, “the briefest 

comment to the lengthiest interview, written words in magazines, books and 

newspapers, documents, observations, biases of self and others, spurious 

variables, or whatever else may come the researcher’s way in his substantive area 

of research is data for grounded theory” (p. 8). In addition to the type of materials 

collected outlined below, our observations based on the initial exploration of the 

field also contributed to the data generated. We acknowledge this as both a 

contribution to and limitation of our study, as this has influenced our 

interpretation of the field. 

 

Due to the time constraints inherent in thesis process, we limited our collection 

of material to text materials (reports, websites, press releases, books and 

transcriptions of online videos) and the interviews we conducted. For our text 

materials, we have used what Charmaz (2006) calls extant texts (not influenced 

by the researcher in their construction). While it is usually argued that such 

sources of data constitute objective facts, they most often constitute what their 

authors considered to be objective facts. As such, Charmaz (2006) notes that they 

are constructed by people and institutions within “social, economic, historical, 

cultural, and situational contexts” and that such artifacts “draw on particular 

discourses and provide accounts that record, explore, explain, justify, or foretell 

actions” (p. 35). 

 

As mentioned we also conducted a few open-ended interviews in our study, 

particularly with smaller actors on which it was difficult to find enough extant 

texts to understand their role in the field. We followed Creswell’s (1998) 

approach to keep the interviews as open as possible and prepared interview 

guides (Appendix 3) for us as researchers to collect narratives, descriptions and 
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meanings that would allow space for the actor’s own words and interpretations 

to surface.  

 

Based on these considerations regarding material collection, it is important to 

note that as it is generally the case with any grounded theory study, our study is 

not finished but rather points at new directions of inquiry. We acknowledge that 

the list of actors we studied is not exhaustive, just representative for the various 

types of perspectives that shaped our interpretation of the field. In line with 

Charmaz (2006) we also acknowledge that the material collection process affected 

the type of phenomena we observed, “how, where and when” we observed them 

and “what sense” we made of them (p.15). 

 

We collected 123 different materials from 23 different actors, and we coded 66 

documents, representing 16 actors. A comprehensive list of the material we 

collected and analyzed is presented in Appendix 1. 

 

3.4 Data generation and analysis 
 

The materials we collected provided the base for data generation and analysis. In 

line with a constructivist grounded theory approach, we used coding to generate 

the data that provided the backbone for our analysis (Charmaz, 2006). 

 

Coding is a process through which we define “what is happening in the data and 

begin to grapple with what it means” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 46). As such “codes arise 

from the languages, meanings, and perspectives through which we learn about 

the empirical world, including those of our participants as well as our own [as 

researchers]” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 47). A constructivist approach to grounded 

theory implies examining hidden networks and underlying ideas and 

relationships to construct hierarchies of power, meaning and agency. This is done 

by scrutinizing values, assumptions, viewpoints, ideologies embedded in the 
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data or underpinning participants’ experience of the social phenomenon studied 

(Charmaz, 2006). 

 

It is important to acknowledge our roles as researchers in this process – as we 

decided on the categories to study, the way we framed questions and reacted or 

formed interpretations about the materials studied. This is a challenging process, 

especially given our initial exploration of the field, as it required us to strive to 

put preconceived categories aside so that data could emerge naturally. 

 

We followed Charmaz’s (2006) process of data generation and analysis, including 

line-by-line initial coding, and a second, more focused coding stage. In both 

phases, data was coded using the software NVivo which allows the creation of 

codes while reading the material, as well as using in vivo coding using certain 

parts of the text or language used by participants interviewed as codes in 

themselves. NVivo also allows the researcher to construct and merge categories 

from existing codes to explore relationships and linkages between data, which 

was useful for the second phase of focused coding. 

 

In the initial coding phase, “codes are provisional, comparative, and grounded 

in the data” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 48). We read through both extant texts collected 

and interview transcriptions thoroughly, line-by-line, trying to answer questions 

such as “What is this an example of? What is at issue here? How can we define 

it?” (Charmaz, 2006) and looking for embedded connections, themes, words that 

come up often among different actors. We paid particular attention to the 

language used and whenever we came across special terms or language we used 

in vivo coding to preserve participants’ meanings of their views and actions. An 

example of this is “Circular Economy 2.0” a term coined by one of the 

interviewees to describe a framework he designed to think about circular 

economy. The challenge for the researcher is to stay open and close to the data, 

keep the codes simple and precise, construct short codes and compare data with 

data (Charmaz, 2006). Initial coding helped to think about the material in new 
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ways from the interpretations of those behind that material, but also allowed us 

to see somewhat familiar material in a new light. For example, our initial coding 

of material from the Ellen MacArthur Foundation revealed that this actor not 

only emphasized economic benefits, but also made a case for the circular 

economy as a way to hedge risks against resource scarcity and price volatility.  

 

Focused coding is the second phase indicated by Charmaz (2006). In this phase 

codes are “more directed, selective, and conceptual” (ibid., p. 57). We used those 

codes constructed in the first round that were more prominent to filter through 

large amounts of data. This required us to make decisions on which initial codes 

to include based on which make the most analytic sense, in order to categorize 

the data completely (Charmaz, 2006). In this phase, some data has been re-coded, 

and we constantly compared codes to the categories that emerged through the 

analysis. At this point in time, our interpretation of the codes and categories 

constructed has been informed by the theory of fields. In order to make sure that 

we do not force empirical data into the theory, but rather use the theory to help 

understand constructed categories, we used safeguards indicated by Charmaz. 

We considered the following questions: “Do these concepts help you understand 

what the data indicate? If so, how do they help? Can you explicate what is 

happening in this line or segment of data with these concepts? Can you 

adequately interpret this segment of data without these concepts? What do they 

add?” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 68). We used these guidelines to make sense of our 

constructed concepts as we moved higher in the level of abstraction.  
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Chapter: 4 Setting  
 
This chapter presents the key actors and events that we included in the analysis. 

A more comprehensive list of the empirical material used to generate data can be 

found in Appendix 1. 

 
4.1 List of actors 
 

The descriptions below are based on how the actors present themselves through 

their communication channels. Some verbs have been rephrased for consistency, 

but the partly reproduced texts do not include our interpretations or analysis of 

the actors’ work. 

 
Individuals 

 
Dame Ellen Patricia MacArthur 

 
Dame Ellen Patricia MacArthur is a retired, world record winning, English 
sailor. MacArthur is a successful solo long-distance yachtswoman. In 2005 she 
broke the world record for the fastest solo circumnavigation of the globe, a feat 
which gained her international renown. 
 
In September 2010, she published a second autobiography entitled Full Circle. 
As she recounts in Full Circle, on a trip to South Georgia, she viewed rusting 
whaling stations and saw how long-line fishing is depleting the albatross 
population. It opened her eyes to the fragility of the future of the planet's 
resources and decided to devote herself to campaigning for a more sustainable 
future. 
 
She recalls in a newspaper interview that sailing across the world “gives you an 
idea of the size of the planet and if you can sail around it in 71 days, it's not that big. 
But you do realize there're only so many resources. These are lessons we should have 
learnt, yet we haven't.” 
 
After retiring from sailing, MacArthur founded the Ellen MacArthur 
Foundation, with the aim to accelerate the transition to a regenerative, circular 
economy. Ellen MacArthur put £500,000 of her own money into the 
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foundation, which she now leads. Speaking about her motivation to start a 
foundation, Ellen MacArthur notes: “I'm a realist. I want to help to do something 
about it because this really matters. I'm not an eco-warrior. I am not talking about 
man's destruction of the environment. It's about sustainability and I'm devoting my 
life to it”. Ellen MacArthur is currently the Chair of Trustees of the Foundation, 
which employs almost 100 people. 
Sources: (98, 108, 121) MacArthur, 2010; The Scotsman, 2010; Yorkshire Post, 2010 

 
Alexandre Lemille 

 
Alex is the founder of Wizeimpact, a for-purpose consultancy that leverages 
business as a powerful tool to find solutions to our social and economic 
challenges. In 2012 Alex was part of the Circular Economy 100 club of 
companies (then at Cisco Systems) organized by The Ellen MacArthur 
Foundation. Since then he has published several papers and delivered 
numerous speeches on Circular Economy, a restorative economic framework 
that is reshaping the capitalist model.  
 
In 2014, he has developed a socially inclusive version of Circular Economy: A 
Valued Circular Economy where [Poverty=Waste], as both are externalities of our 
linear system. This concept was shortlisted for 'The Circulars 2016', the world 
premier circular economy awards hosted by the World Economic Forum 
(WEF). It was subsequently presented at the Disruptive Innovation Festival 
(Nov’15 – Think DIF) organized by The Ellen MacArthur Foundation. 
 
In 2016 Alex was recognized as Highly Commended in the Circular Economy 
Leadership category by WEF and is a Guest Member of the Circular Economy 
Taskforce 2016 (Young Global Leaders, WEF). He recently initiated the launch 
of the Circular Economy Institute of South Africa (CEISATM) with the aim of 
promoting a socially inclusive approach to Circular Economy to the South 
African businesses and public sector. 
  
Alex also worked with the United Nations Global Compact (as UNGC COP & 
LEAD Analyst), with the Global Reporting Initiative (as an Official GRI 
Trainer) and with the Social Return on Investment Network (as Accredited 
SROI Practitioner). Alex graduated with an MBA from Hult Boston, MA, USA 
(2011) with electives in Social Innovation and Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR). 
Source: (91) HuffPost, 2018 
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Foundations 
 

Ellen MacArthur Foundation 
 
The Ellen MacArthur Foundation is a British registered charity. The foundation 
was founded on 23 June 2009 and was publicly launched on 2 September 2010 
by Dame Ellen MacArthur. It raised £6 million from the five founding partners. 
 
Its aim is to accelerate the transition to the circular economy. The charity works 
towards establishing the circular economy on the agenda of decision makers 
across business, government and academia. With the support of its Core 
Philanthropic Partners SUN, MAVA and People's Postcode Lottery and 
Knowledge Partners Arup, IDEO, McKinsey & Company and SYSTEMIQ, the 
Foundation’s work focuses on five interlinking areas: education, business & 
government, insights & analysis, systemic initiatives, and communications. 
 
The Foundation collaborates with its Global Partners (Cisco, Google, H&M, 
Intesa Sanpaolo, Kingfisher, NIKE, Inc., Philips, Renault, Unilever), and its 
CE100 network (businesses, universities, innovators governments, cities and 
affiliate organizations), to develop circular business initiatives and build 
capacity.  
 
The Foundation is creating a global teaching and learning platform on the 
circular economy, encompassing work with leading universities, schools and 
colleges, and online events such as the Disruptive Innovation Festival. The 
Foundation communicates cutting edge ideas and insight through its circular 
economy research reports, case studies and books, and on Circulate, an online 
portal dedicated to providing news and unique insights on the circular 
economy and related subjects. 
Source: (80) Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2018a 

 
 

Businesses Organizations 
 

World Economic Forum 
 
The World Economic Forum is the International Organization for Public-
Private Cooperation. The Forum engages the foremost political, business and 
other leaders of society to shape global, regional and industry agendas. The 
World Economic Forum hosts and facilitates the Platform for Accelerating the 
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Circular Economy - a public-private collaboration, co-chaired by the CEO of 
Philips, the heads of the Global Environment Facility and UN Environment, 
with the Ellen MacArthur Foundation, the International Resource Panel, Circle 
Economy and Accenture Strategy as knowledge partners. 
Sources: (117, 118) World Economic Forum, 2018a, 2018b 

 
 
 

Consultancies 
 

McKinsey & Company 
 
A global management consulting firm that serves a broad mix of private, public 
and social sector institutions. McKinsey regularly publishes reports on circular 
economy, as for example ‘The circular economy: Moving from theory to 
practice’, which are written by consultants from across sectors and 
geographies, with expertise in sustainability and resource productivity. 
 
The McKinsey Center for Business and Environment provided the analytical 
support to EMF for the development of the influential 2015 report Growth 
Within: a Circular Economy Vision for a Competitive Europe. 
Sources: (99, 78, 98) McKinsey Center for Business and Environment Special, 2016; 
Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2018c; McKinsey & Company, 2018 

 
Metabolic 

 
Metabolic is a consulting and venture building company that uses systems 
thinking to tackle global sustainability challenges. They work towards this 
mission by providing organizations and individuals with insights to support 
decision making; developing transformative ventures and technology that 
address sustainability at scale; activating changemakers by providing 
actionable resources. 
Source: (101) Metabolic, 2018 
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State actors & governmental agencies 

 
European Commission 

 
The European Commission is the executive arm of the European Union and 
promotes the general interest of the EU by proposing and enforcing legislation 
as well as by implementing policies and the EU budget. 
 
The European Commission has adopted an ambitious new Circular Economy 
Package in 2015, including a legislative package as well as an EU Action Plan 
for the Circular Economy to help European businesses and consumers make 
the transition to a circular economy. The Action Plan is under the responsibility 
of the Directorate General for Environment, under the Circular Economy and 
Green Growth Division. 
 
The Commission also hosts the European Circular Economy Stakeholder 
Platform,  a virtual open space which aims to promote Europe's transition to a 
circular economy by facilitating policy dialogue among stakeholders and by 
disseminating activities, information, and good practices on the circular 
economy. Stakeholders can take part in the Platform by participating in the 
annual conference and by interacting on the website find good practices, 
engage with other stakeholders and share their own good practices and events. 
Sources: (81, 82) European Commission, 2018a, 2018b 

 
European Environment Agency 

 
The European Environment Agency (EEA) is an agency of the European Union. 
Their task is to provide sound, independent information on the environment. 
EEA is a major information source for those involved in developing, adopting, 
implementing and evaluating environmental policy, and also the general 
public. 
 
EEA publishes a series of circular economy reports, aiming to provide answers 
to policy questions and bridge knowledge gaps. The series mainly targets 
policymakers at the EU and national levels, but it also businesses and civil 
society. 
Sources: (86, 88) European Environment Agency, 2016, 2018  
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Sitra – Finnish Innovation Fund 
 
Sitra, or the Finnish Innovation Fund, is an independent public foundation 
which operates directly under the supervision of the Finnish Parliament. At the 
core of Sitra’s strategy is a vision of Finland as a pioneer of sustainable well-
being. 
 
Sitra’s work on the circular economy, which began at the end of 2014, is aimed 
at ensuring that Finland’s transformation to a society based on a circular 
economy is well under way by the end of 2019. Sitra’s Circular Economy focus 
area conducts trials together with the Finnish people and explores the 
opportunities provided by a circular economy.  Sitra is the main organizer of 
the World Circular Economy Forum. 
Sources: (90, 106) Group, 2015; Sitra, 2018 

 
Dutch Government – Nederland Circulair 2050 

 
The Dutch government-wide program for a circular economy is aimed at 
developing a circular economy in the Netherlands by 2050.  
 
The ambition of the Cabinet is to realize, together with a variety of 
stakeholders, an (interim) objective of a 50% reduction in the use of primary 
raw materials (minerals, fossil and metals) by 2030. 
 
The program is called Nederland Circulair 2050 and is run by the Ministry of 
Infrastructure and Water Management, Ministry of Economic Affairs and 
Climate Policy, Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Ministry of the Interior and 
Kingdom Relations. 
Sources: (89) Government of the Netherlands, 2016 

 
Zero Waste Scotland 

 
Zero Waste Scotland is an agency funded by the Scottish Government that 
works in resource efficiency and the circular economy to create a society where 
resources are valued and nothing is wasted. 
 
Through their programs, they aim to influence and enable change – by 
gathering evidence and informing policy, to motivating practical behavior 
change in individuals and organizations. 
Sources: (122) Zero Waste Scotland, 2018 
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Community initiatives 
 

CRCLR House Berlin 
 
The CRCLR House is a Berlin based center for circular economy practices. 
Established in 2016 as Berlin’s first circular economy hub, CRCLR invites like-
minded individuals and institutions to meet, exchange ideas and collaborate 
around circular economy projects. 
 
The CRCLR House runs a year-round program open to all age groups and 
people from different professional backgrounds to learn about circular 
practices as applied to various fields. The purpose of this program is to equip 
change makers with the knowhow needed to develop circular solutions. 
 
The house serves as a community hub, coworking space, production platform, 
event space, and framework for future business models. They host a diverse 
and cross-sectional community of circular economy experts, ranging from 
award-winning entrepreneurs, designers and artists to corporates and NGOs. 
 
CRCLR is currently working on an architectural project that aims to build 
social housing out of reclaimed materials. 
Sources: (76) CRCLR House, 2018a 

 
Open Source Circular Economy Days 

 
The OSCE Days is an open project run transparently by a group of volunteers 
and enthusiasts. It started in 2015 with a global event (see history page) 
promoting Open Source as the key driver for a Circular Economy. Since then 
people in over 100 cities across the globe discussed and developed Open 
Source Circular Economy through practical hands-on activities. 
 
Their vision is to create a global ecosystem of resilient local circular economies 
bound by the spirit of openness, collaboration, diversity and motivation for a 
thriving planet and fairer society. 
 
OSCE Days creates its own definition of Circular Economy. It is a definition 
that is in constant development but always circles around some key concepts 
of openness, sustainability and equality. 
Sources: (103) OSCE Days, 2018 
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De Ceuvel 
 
De Ceuvel is an award-winning, sustainable planned workplace for creative 
and social enterprises located on a former shipyard adjacent to the Johan van 
Hasselt kanaal off the river IJ in Amsterdam North. In 2012, the land was 
secured for a 10-year lease from the Municipality of Amsterdam after a group 
of architects won a tender to turn the site into a regenerative urban oasis. 
 
The former industrial plot is a thriving community of entrepreneurs and artists, 
where all involved have lent a hand to build Amsterdam’s first circular office 
park. The plot hosts creative workspaces, a podium, a sustainable café, spaces 
to rent, and in the near future - a floating bed & breakfast. 
 
This former shipyard now presents one of the most unique urban experiments 
in Europe. Old houseboats have been placed on heavily polluted soil, the 
workspaces have been outfitted with clean technologies and it has all been 
connected by a winding jetty. Around the houseboats, phyto-remediating 
plants work to clean the soil. De Ceuvel is not only a “forbidden garden” which 
will leave behind cleaner soil, but also a playground for sustainable 
technologies. Through experimentation, De Ceuvel strives to be as energy self-
sufficient as possible and process its own waste in new, innovative ways. 
 
Sources: (77) De Ceuvel, 2018a 

 
 
 
4.2 Timeline of events 
 
The following timeline presents many of the key circular economy-related events 

that form the setting for our study. Although this is not an exhaustive list, the 

timeline provides context to examine the momentum of the circular economy 

field in Europe. We include here not only events strictly related to the circular 

economy field in Europe, but also events in the broader field environment 

(marked in italics) that we interpret as relevant for the emergence of the field.  

 

The timeline begins in 2009, when the first major circular economy policy was 

enacted in China, which may have influenced later developments in Europe. The 
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Ellen MacArthur Foundation was launched the following year, and most of the 

circular economy activity in Europe developed after that.  

 

Table 1 – Timeline of events included in the analysis 
 
Year Event / Development Source 

2009 • China enacts the Circular Economy Law (120) 

2010 • EMF is founded (78) 

2011 • The European Commission includes Circular Economy 
in its “Roadmap to a Resource Efficient Europe” as a 
part of the “Europe 2020” flagship initiatives 

(85) 

2012 • EMF launches first report: Towards a Circular Economy 
(which is later revised in 2013) 

(78) 

2013 •  EMF launches its second economic report: Towards a 
Circular Economy - Part II focusing on the global 
opportunity of a circular economy 

 
• The European Commission adopts a manifesto for a 

Resource-efficient Europe “EU has no choice but to go 
for the transition to a resource-efficient and ultimately 
regenerative circular economy” 

 
• The Netherlands publishes the report “Opportunities 

for a circular economy in the Netherlands” 
 

• The Dutch government backed the “Green Deal” in 
collaboration with project partners Circle Economy, 
MVO Nederland and the Amsterdam Economic Board 

(78) 
 
 
 
(84) 
 
 
 
 
(110) 
 
 
(83) 

2014 • Circular Economy Club is launched, bringing together a 
global community of individuals and organizations to 
help advance the implementation of a circular economy 
 

• Ellen MacArthur becomes a full member of the Club of 
Rome 
 

• The Dutch “Green Deal” triggered the program 
“Realization of Acceleration of a Circular Economy 
(RACE)” - overseen by Circle Economy and backed by 
Dutch prime minister Mark Rutte 

(5) 
 
 

(78) 
 
 
(83) 
 
 
 



 50 

• The Circular Economy 100 launches and the first 
Circular Economy 100 summit takes place at the Royal 
Institution of Great Britain 
 

• De Ceuvel sustainable urban hub opens in Amsterdam 
North with circular economy at its core 

 
• The world's first circular economy MBA is launched in 

partnership between the EMF and Bradford University 
School of Management 

 
• Disruptive Innovation Festival (DIF) launches 

(78) 
 
 
 
(77) 
 
 
(78) 
 
 
 
(78) 

2015 • Launch of Project MainStream by EMF in collaboration 
with WEF and McKinsey & Company 
 

• Ellen MacArthur presents at the main TED event  
 

• Open Source Circular Economy Days launch with 33 
cities across the globe taking part 
 

• Growth Within: A circular economy vision for a 
competitive Europe a report by EMF, McKinsey & 
Company and SUN (Stiftungsfonds für 
Umweltökonomie und Nachhaltigkeit) is launched at 
the European Commission’s stakeholder conference on 
the circular economy in Brussels on 25 June 
 

• Toolkit for policymakers that complements the Growth 
Within report published  
 

• New book The Circular Economy: A Wealth of Flows 
 

• Disruptive Innovation Festival 2015 goes live 
 

• The UN’s 193 Member States agree to adopt the 17 
Sustainable Development Goals under the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development  

 
• The Paris Agreement is reached at the UN climate conference 

(COP21) 
 

(78) 
 
 
(78) 
 
(102) 
 
 
(78) 
 
 
 
 
 
(78) 
 
 
(78) 
 
(78) 
 
(113) 
 
 
 
(114) 
 

2016 • IDEO becomes the EMF's Design Partner 
 

(78) 
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• EMF launches The New Plastics Economy: Rethinking the 
future of plastics report at the World Economic Forum's 
Annual Meeting in Davos 

 
• Open Source Circular Economy Days runs for a second 

time with 73 cities across the globe taking part 
 

• Sitra launches the “Leading the cycle – Finnish road 
map to a circular economy 2016-2025”  
 

• The Netherlands launches a government-wide program 
for a circular economy “A Circular Economy in the 
Netherlands by 2050” 
 

• The Scottish government launches a national circular 
economy strategy “Making Things Last” 
 

• Zero Waste Scotland launches £18m Circular Economy 
Fund for business 

 
• The EMF launches the New Plastics Economy initiative 

 
• CRCLR House, Berlin’s first circular economy hub, 

opens its doors 
 

• Alexandre Lemille first publishes his ‘Circular Economy 
2.0’ article 
 

• European Environmental Agency launches report: 
“Circular economy in Europe — Developing the 
knowledge base” 

(78) 
 
 
 
(102) 
 
 
(106) 
 
 
(89) 
 
 
 
(107) 
 
 
(122) 
 
 
(78) 
 
(7) 
 
 
(96) 
 
 
 
(88) 
 

2017 • First World Circular Economy Forum hosted in Helsinki 
by Sitra Finnish Innovation Fund 

 
• World Business Council for Sustainable Development 

launches its CEO Guide to the Circular Economy 
 

• New report 'Achieving Growth Within' launched 
 

• The New Plastics Economy: Catalysing Action report 
launched 
 

• EMF and IDEO Launch New Circular Design Guide  

(106) 
 
 
(116) 
 
 
(78) 
 
(78) 
 
 
(93) 
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• Circular Fibres Initiative launched at Copenhagen 
Fashion Summit 
 

• Platform for Accelerating a Circular Economy (PACE) 
launches at WEF building on previous ACE initiative 

• European Environmental Agency launches report 
“Circular by design - Products in the circular economy” 

(78) 
 
 
(119) 

2018 • Ellen MacArthur Foundation and UN Environment 
have entered into a new agreement to scale up and 
accelerate the shift towards a circular economy 
 

• Second World Circular Economy Forum planned in 
Japan (co-hosted by Sitra) 
 

• University of Exeter launches first international 
academic symposium on the circular economy 
 

• IDEO launches a new research area focused on circular 
economy 

(110) 
 
 
 
(106) 
 
 
(109) 
 
 
(92) 
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Chapter 5: Analysis 
 
 

This chapter is broadly split by our two research questions. First, we present the 

shared and divergent interpretative frames for a circular economy as expressed 

by the different actors in the field. This allows us to map the actors’ positions 

relative to each other. Second, we identify six field dynamics that we argue have 

catalyzed the circular economy momentum over the last decade.  

 
 
5.1 Who is driving the circular economy momentum in 
Europe? 
 
 
As described in the previous chapter, actors in the Circular Economy field in 

Europe are very diverse and include individual actors, foundations, businesses 

and business associations, national governments & intergovernmental 

organizations, funding agencies, etc. Although all actors agree on the need for a 

systemic change and the negative environmental implications of our current 

economic system, they hold different interpretative frames on how to 

conceptualize the circular economy.  We start by describing the interpretative 

frames actors use to make sense of what happens in the field. We use these frames 

to substantiate our interpretation of the actors’ position in the field. 

  

5.1.1 All actors understand the need for systemic change 
 
Most actors in the field appear to share the idea that achieving a circular economy 

would require a paradigm shift in society and a systems-thinking approach to 

achieve change. Sam Muirhead, one of the founders of OSCE Days, highlights 

this point on a video on circular economy and open source. He says, “problems 

are systemic, we can’t just make little changes, we need radical solutions” (Muirhead, 

2015). This need for a bold transformation is also highlighted by Ellen MacArthur 

on a video she narrates for the World Economic Forum. She frames circular 
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economy as a system-wide change by saying that, “circular economy is 

fundamentally a different economic model” (MacArthur, 2016). The reports of the 

EMF in collaboration with McKinsey & Company also argue that, “the term 

‘paradigm shift’ is overused, but this is one instance where it applies” (Ellen MacArthur 

Foundation and McKinsey Center for Business and Environment, 2015). This 

demonstrates how these actors frame the need for re-wiring the way we think 

about the economic system. Zero Waste Scotland further explains on their 

website that, 

“circular economy principles are to continue to develop, there needs to be a change 
in hearts, mindsets, motivations and behaviors” (Zero Waste Scotland, 2018a).  

The government funded organization emphasizes here that even consumers have 

a role to play in this transformation, which involves both the supply and demand 

of circular models.  

 

While different actors frame circular economy as a systemic change, there is 

contention in the field regarding how far the change needs to go. In his Circular 

Economy 2.0 essay, Lemille strongly agrees that we are in need of a systemic 

transformation, but asks: 

“have we transported us deep enough within the system thinking approach of this 
model?” (Lemille, 2016).  

He argues that we are not looking far enough into the potential of redesigning 

our economic system. Since material circularity implies a complete system 

change, he argues that we could capitalize on this opportunity to “address all 

layers of our social and societal needs” (Lemille, 2016). We expand his framing of a 

circular economy that addresses social needs later in this chapter.   

 

5.1.2 All actors share environmental concerns 
 
 
All actors agree that the current extractive, industrial economic model, referred 

to as a linear “take, make, waste” model has put a significant strain on the 

environment. Environmental groups and agencies, unsurprisingly take the lead 
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in highlighting the environmental imperative for a circular economy. For 

example, the European Environmental Agency argues that we need to move 

towards “a circular model in which planetary boundaries are respected through resource 

conservation” (European Environment Agency, 2016). This makes clear that a 

circular economy is linked to the smart use of resources given that we have 

certain environmental limitations.   

 

The business-oriented actors also highlight the necessity of transitioning to a 

circular economy to tackle environmental challenges. The EMF presents 

environmental benefits as a key motivator for transitioning to a circular economy:  

”our analysis highlights the net benefits a circular economy could bring in terms 
of reduced material inputs and associated labour and energy costs as well as 
reduced carbon emissions along the entire supply chain” (Ellen MacArthur 
Foundation, 2013a). 

Similarly, the Platform for Accelerating the Circular Economy, which is led by 

the World Economic Forum and includes leaders from across business, 

government and non-governmental organizations, puts environmental 

degradation at the front and center of its report. The text argues that given the 

projected economic growth over the next 30 years, unless we change our system 

the “dramatic increase in the use of raw materials will intensify climate change, increase 

many forms of pollution, reduce biodiversity and lead to the depletion of natural 

resources” (World Economic Forum and Accenture Strategy, 2018). The report 

gives specific examples of the environmental degradation we are seeing across 

our world:  

“We see plastics accumulating in the world’s oceans, electronic waste polluting 
the air and soil, and the burning of fossil fuels creating blankets of smog in the 
world’s most populous cities” (World Economic Forum and Accenture 
Strategy, 2018). 

It is evident that the group of actors behind this report is not shying away from 

the environmental challenges that we are experiencing. The articulation of these 

problems is at the core of how they frame the need for a circular economy. 
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Governments have also framed the circular economy agenda as a natural 

evolution of their previous waste management and environmental protection 

plans. The European Commission states the following in their Circular Economy 

Action Plan: 

“At the same time, it will save energy and help avoid the irreversible damages 
caused by using up resources at a rate that exceeds the Earth's capacity to renew 
them in terms of climate and biodiversity, air, soil and water pollution” 
(European Commission, 2015a). 

The European Commission also presents the limits of the planet as a compelling 

argument to move towards a circular economy. By bringing up the irreversibility 

of the environmental damages caused by our current system, the Commission 

also highlights a level of urgency of the transition. Other EU governments further 

express the need for solutions to better manage our resources. While Zero Waste 

Scotland states that “our resources, the earth’s raw materials are not limitless” (Zero 

Waste Scotland, 2018a), the Finnish Innovation Fund Sitra states on its website:  

“The world needs pioneering solutions to ensure that economic growth and 
increased wellbeing are no longer based on the wasteful use of natural resources” 
(Sitra, 2016).   

This statement expresses the importance of protecting the environment in our 

journey towards development and puts smart resource use as a condition for 

economic growth and social progress.  

 

Other individuals and citizen-driven initiatives also put environmental 

protection as a core argument for a circular economy. In his CE 2.0 essay, Lemille 

starts by acknowledging the environmental problems of our current system:  

”in our linear system the waste cycle is based on the take-make-dispose model that 
has created environmental externalities such as air pollution, waste, toxicity, and 
overall climate change disruption” (Lemille, 2016). 

We see the same point articulated in the mission statement of the OSCE Days 

movement:  

“We consume and destroy our own planet faster than it can possibly recover. 
We’ve known about these problems for decades and despite increasing public 
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awareness we are still nowhere near comprehensive solutions” (OSCE Days, 
2014). 

This group makes it clear that the environmental challenges we are facing are not 

new and should not be surprising. Yet, we have not been able to come up with 

solutions that truly tackle the issues in a meaningful way. In our interview with 

one of their founders, Lars Zimmermann, he argued that the direction in which 

we are heading right now looks bleak, stating that “it looks like we're going straight 

into Armageddon” (Zimmermann, 2017). Yet the OSCE movement aims to provide 

a more optimistic vision of a future. The community’s mission also describes the 

world they want to live in: “we like a nature and biosphere that is rich in structure. 

What is alive in species and biotopes today we want to see alive also in the future” (OSCE 

Days, 2014). The circular economy here is framed not only as a solution to 

environmental destruction, but also an opportunity to create a diverse and 

abundant world.   

 

5.1.3 Actors with an economic / business focused interpretative 
frame   
 

On top of the environmental concerns inherent throughout the field, the circular 

economy is widely perceived as an economic opportunity, with a reframing of 

the risks of our current linear model. The EMF, along with the strategic partner 

McKinsey & Company put together the commonly quoted 2013 report “Towards 

a Circular Economy - Economic and Business Rationale for an Accelerated 

Transition” which states: 

 “As our resource consumption and dependence continue to rise and our growth 
threatens to negate our production efficiency efforts, governments and companies 
have started looking at the circular model not only as a hedge against resource 
scarcity but as an engine for innovation and growth” (Ellen MacArthur 
Foundation, 2013a). 

This passage highlights the double-sided business argument for a transition 

towards a circular system. On the one hand, there are risks related to resource 

dependence and scarcity if we continue of the path we are on, and this can 
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jeopardize our ability for economic growth. On the other hand, a circular 

economy can also act as a catalyst for economic opportunity. 

 

Risks 

In the World Economic Forum video featuring Ellen MacArthur, the world-class 

sailor makes a direct argument for businesses to evaluate their operations: 

“another question is how resilient is your business in a world where we have more 
price volatility than we've ever seen before in history” (MacArthur, 2016).  

This framing positions resource price volatility at the center of risks for business 

and aims to make the topic matter to business executives as it directly affects the 

bottom line. The EMF 2013 report also describes that, “price volatility levels for 

metals, food, and non-food agricultural output in the first decade of the 21st century were 

[sic] higher than in any single decade in the 20th century” (Ellen MacArthur 

Foundation, 2013a). This argument aims to grab the attention of different 

industries that would be affected by such trends and could benefit from them. 

In the 2015 report by EMF and McKinsey & Company, “Growth Within” these 

actors further highlight the importance of a circular economy transition as a way 

to “decouple economic growth from resource use” (Ellen MacArthur Foundation and 

McKinsey Center for Business and Environment, 2015). This explains that given 

the risks of resource scarcity and the seemingly unquestionable imperative to 

grow the economy within business and government, the circular economy is a 

solution to mitigate the impending risks without sacrificing growth.  

 

Opportunities  

This business-oriented frame is not only about hedging risks, but also promises 

extensive economic benefits. The EMF, for example, is clear about the rationale it 

brings to the field, stating in its website that “what sets it apart from other players in 

this area is a fusion of hard-hitting economic rationale with a powerful conceptual 

framework and an extensive network” (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2018a). This 

focus on an economic rationale is also evident by the various reports and books 
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the foundation publishes that are specifically targeted to an economic policy and 

business audience: 

- Towards the Circular Economy Vol. 1: economic and business rationale for and 

accelerated transition (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2013a); 

- Towards the Circular Economy Vol. 2: opportunities for the consumer goods 

sector (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2013b); 

- Towards the Circular Economy Vol. 3: accelerating the scale-up across global 

supply chains (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2014); 

- A New Dynamic: Effective Business in a Circular Economy (Lovins and 

Braungart, 2014); 

- Growth Within: a Circular Economy Vision for a Competitive Europe (Ellen 

MacArthur Foundation and McKinsey Center for Business and 

Environment, 2015). 

 

We clearly see an emphasis on the opportunities for both business innovation 

and competitive advantage throughout these reports. The EMF states this in their 

first publication: 

“we expect that industry pioneers will start building competitive advantage in 
various ways: they will build core competencies in circular product design, drive 
business model innovation, create the capacities for the reverse cycle, and use the 
brand and volume strength of leading corporations to gain market share” (Ellen 
MacArthur Foundation, 2013a). 

This piece of communication uses business language that directly appeals to 

companies to both remain relevant and grow by engaging in the circular 

economy.  

 

The promise of economic opportunity and competitiveness is also included in the 

framing of the circular economy by local and regional governments across 

Europe. For example, in its 2015 Circular Economy Package “Closing the loop – 

An EU action plan for the circular economy” the European Commission states:  
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“The circular economy will boost the EU's competitiveness by protecting 
businesses against scarcity of resources and volatile prices, helping to create new 
business opportunities and innovative, more efficient ways of producing and 
consuming” (European Commission, 2015a). 

Here the European Commission makes a clear pro-business case for a circular 

economy and presents the transition as a strategy for both risk mitigation and 

value creation within Europe.  

 

Different state actors also highlight the forecasted value that would accompany 

a circular economy transition. Table 2 presents just a few of the financial figures 

included when making the case for circular policies.  

 
 
Table 2 – Actors quantifying benefits of circular economy 
 

 Economic Value of a Circular Economy  Source 

“By 2030, the added value provided by a circular 
economy for Finland’s national economy could be 
at least 3 billion euros per year” 

(Sitra, 2015) 

“Evidence suggests that adopting the circular 
economy could be worth up to £1.5bn to Scotland’s 
economy” 

(Zero Waste Scotland, 2018c) 

“The impact of an expanding circular economy on 
the Netherlands as a whole: we estimate the overall 
impact to be €7.3 billion, involving the creation of 
approximately 54,000 jobs” 

(TNO, 2013) 

“Shifting towards a growth within model would 
deliver better outcomes for the European economy 
and yield annual benefits of up to €1.8 trillion by 
2030”  

(Ellen MacArthur Foundation 
and McKinsey Center for 
Business and Environment, 
2015) 

 

As seen from this table, the argument for delivering economic growth is an 

important theme across the government and governmental agency actors (both 
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EU and state levels) as well as the business consultancies that make the case for 

policy adoption. 

 

This frame is focused on how we can continue to deliver economic growth within 

the environmental restrictions that bind our operations, and within this 

motivation for growth lies the promise of more jobs. For example, McKinsey & 

Company states in its “Growth Within” report in collaboration with EMF that:  

“the European economy at large, the circular economy could produce better 
welfare, GDP, and employment outcomes than the current development path” 
(Ellen MacArthur Foundation and McKinsey Center for Business and 
Environment, 2015). 

Among other economic factors, they present job creation as a key benefit for the 

transition towards a circular economy. World Economic Forum also emphasizes 

jobs as benefit of a circular economy:  

“Circular economy provides a $4.5 trillion opportunity by 2030 through avoiding 
waste, making businesses more efficient and creating new employment 
opportunities” (World Economic Forum and Accenture Strategy, 2018).  

Furthermore, the Finnish Innovation Fund Sitra includes job creation as a central 

outcome of its national roadmap to a circular economy. The report states that a 

circular economy is “[a] jackpot in terms of jobs and income for the national economy” 

and that “according to the Club of Rome, it would create more than 75,000 jobs in a 

country of 5.5 million people” (Sitra, 2016). This promise of additional jobs is how 

these business and economy focused actors claim to address the social dimension 

of sustainability into the circular economy framework. Throughout our analysis 

we found that a few, generally peripheral players in the circular economy field, 

who discuss the social implications of a circular economy transformation much 

more comprehensively. We present these positions next.   

 

5.1.4 Actors with alternative framings of circular economy 
 
Others actors within the field see the circular economy as an opportunity for 

completely redesigning society and achieving an even greater systemic change 
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that could bring a multitude of social benefits. Some actors have created their 

own definitions of a circular economy, aiming to expand the boundaries of what 

the concept can include. For example, the sustainable business consultancy 

Metabolic offers the following definition: 

“The circular economy is a new economic model for addressing human needs and 
fairly distributing resources without undermining the functioning of the 
biosphere or crossing any planetary boundaries” (Metabolic, 2018).  

Through this definition, they propose a more comprehensive framework of an 

economic model that puts human needs at the center and emphasizes an 

equitable approach to resource distribution. A few examples of actors that 

challenge the business-centric interpretative framing are: the Open Source 

Circular Economy movement, the circular economy advocate Alexandre Lemille, 

and practitioners such as De Ceuvel and CRCLR. We will analyze each of these 

actors in turn. 

 

Open Source as a visionary direction for circular economy 

OSCE Days movement builds on the logic of open source to emphasize how 

openness can serve as both a necessary enabler for the transition towards circular 

economy, as well as a solution to what the business-oriented frame which they 

see as a problematic. Sam Muir, one of the original founders of OSCE explains:  

“the problem I have with circular economy right now is that it is laid by big 
companies, big institutions in a top-down manner, they are working on their own 
projects within their own factory walls, they’re working on proprietary processes 
and there’s very little transparency involved” (Muirhead, 2015). 

As the OSCE Days community sees it, this accumulation of control by the 

traditional big players limits the potential that a circular economy could have on 

society. For them, circularity, like open source, implies a distributed system 

which starkly challenges the replication of today’s economic system where big 

players manage more and more resources. There are risks and limitations with a 

business-focused interpretative frame for circular economy, which they argue 

“would really be about the consolidation of ownership, control and power of existing 
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companies” and these characteristics are “not necessarily about sustainability and 

enabling diversity” (Zimmermann, 2017). 

 

The OSCE community draws inspiration from natural systems to demonstrate 

how a successful circular economy is unlikely to materialize if companies 

continue to work in isolation. Kate Raworth’s explanation of the OSCE’s mission 

explains it best: 

"a seed in soil grows into a tree and decomposes to become soil for new trees – but 
a single tree cannot make this happen alone. It depends upon a rich and continual 
interaction of many living cycles, from fungi and insects to rainfall and sunshine, 
and it is the interaction of all of these that creates the forest’s self-renewing 
ecosystem. Likewise in industry: if every tractor, refrigerator and laptop 
manufacturer attempts to recover, refurbish and resell all and only its own-brand 
products within proprietary cycles of material flow, the system-wide regenerative 
potential will never be achieved" (Raworth, 2017).  

With this natural system in mind, the OSCE movement wants to popularize the 

idea that the path towards circularity is not only enabled by transparency and 

collaboration, but it is the only way that our system will become fully circular. 

They further explain:  

“when good solutions are developed, we need to be able to use them, to build upon 
them, and to improve them, for the benefit of our planet and our society” (OSCE 
Days, 2014).  

Through open standards, knowledge sharing and working on common projects, 

they articulate, we can move towards a desired future of beauty and abundance. 

In fact, the most recent edition of their definition and vision elaborates on how 

they strive for “beauty”, which they see as encompassing diversity, tolerance and 

an embrace of complexity. It is therefore fitting, that their inspiration for an 

economic system is nature itself. 

 

In a conversation with us, Lars Zimmerman, a co-founder and one of the leading 

personalities of the OSCE community, acknowledged that this vision for a 

circular economy is utopian, but given the negative outlook for humankind, what 

we really need is these positive utopias. He explains that people need to envision 
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how our society could thrive without degrading the planet, so more 

fundamentally, what the OSCE movement can do is give people hope 

(Zimmermann, 2017a).  

 

CE 2.0 – a solution addressing all three pillars of sustainability  

Another vocal personality within the circular economy field is Alexandre 

Lemille, who argues that the current circular economy frame does not go far 

enough to achieve the systemic transformation needed to ensure a better life for 

all. He explains the limitations of the business frame similarly to the OSCE 

founders:  

“we might have to think beyond just a circular economy as it is designed today: 
with the same corporate powerful actors, in the same financial paradigm, 
replicating current human interactions and power relation” (Lemille, 2016). 

Lemille expands the concept to a “Circular Economy 2.0” by inserting a human 

sphere and using the principles of circular economy to not only address material 

waste, but also poverty, which he sees as a waste of human potential and a 

negative externality. Similarly to the OSCE community, Lemille also proposes an 

open source, distributed economic model to ensure a global, society-wide well-

being. Although Lemille acknowledges the economic value to be created by the 

circular economy, he argues that “the trickle-down concept of our current economic 

model has never worked to share the wealth on this planet in an equal way,” (Lemille, 

2018) emphasizing that access to the economic opportunities this transformation 

promises needs to be equal and fair across society. 

 

Akin to the business-oriented actors discussed earlier, Lemille talks about risk, 

but challenges the apparent siloed approach to tackle different global issues and 

explains that “we have to develop an economic model addressing all that risk at once” 

(Lemille, 2018). He argues that through a socially equitable circular economy 

“you can reach most of the SDGs listed by the UN” (Lemille, 2018) and advocates for 

a holistic approach to sustainability:  
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“It is time to move on from the triple-bottom line thinking as we keep trying to 
separate these three notions from one another, while they are fully embedded. It’s 
the bottom-line, full stop.” (Lemille, 2016) 

Lemille clarifies the potential for a circular economy to operationalize sustainable 

development by saying “sustainable development is your vision and circular 

economies is your toolbox” (2018), but also emphasizes that in order to succeed with 

the SDG’s, we need to “define a circular economic model that is appealing to the 100 

percent of the people on this planet” (ibid.). He further argues that the circular 

economy is considered by the Southern Hemisphere a “western economic model” 

which is “designed by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation, according to Western 

interests” (ibid.). This gets to the heart of how Lemille challenges the business-

focused logic as being self-serving. 

Cultural transition and social inclusivity 

On the practitioner side, we highlight two bottom-up community initiatives that 

identify themselves with the circular economy, but that, through their practices, 

challenge the framing that is set forth by the incumbents. For example, the 

sustainable neighborhood in northern Amsterdam, De Ceuvel, frames the 

transition towards circular economy as a cultural one: 

“The transition to a circular economy and society is not only a technical 
transition, it is also a cultural transition: people have to learn new modes of 
thought and how to apply new techniques and technologies. The mission of the 
cultural programme of De Ceuvel is to plant seeds in the hearts and minds of our 
visitors that will grow into more involvement with sustainability, innovation and 
the role of culture and art in that movement” (De Ceuvel, 2018). 

This interpretative frame of a circular economy does not necessarily challenge 

the business-focused framing as did OSCE and Lemille’s articulation. Yet 

similarly to Metabolic’s comprehensive framing, it expands the boundaries of 

what is meant when discussing a circular transition. De Ceuvel emphasizes the 

necessary cultural shift in the “hearts and minds” of people as integral for a circular 

economy transition. 
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This is view is in contrast with the focus of EMF on businesses and governments. 

Ellen MacArthur emphasizes that “[customers’] understanding what circular is, is 

irrelevant” (Ellen MacArthur, WEF YouTube, 2016) for business models to offer a 

better value proposition. For De Ceuvel, it is fundamental for a circular economy 

transition that people understand and relate to circular economy: 

“With our cultural programme we try to inspire and involve like-minded 
individuals into a growing movement of innovation and transition to a more 
sustainable city, country and world” (De Ceuvel, 2018). 

De Ceuvel frames their initiative as a “cultural program”. They further describe 

the space they created as “a city playground for innovation and creativity. An 

experiment in which we try to make sustainability tangible, understandable and fun” (De 

Ceuvel, 2018b). In order to inspire others about circular economy, De Ceuvel 

regenerated an old shipyard off the river IJ in Amsterdam North and created a 

space that now hosts a thriving community of entrepreneurs and artists working 

in Amsterdam’s first circular office park.  

Another community initiative actor, CLRCLR House in Berlin, integrates social 

inclusivity into their interpretation of a circular economy. They explained in an 

interview with the research team that “research is so material based: closing loops, 

getting most value out of resources etc., but we are really different in a way because [we 

put] the emphasis on the social part” (CRCLR House, 2018b). As such, their main 

project, CRCLR House, aims to build a community space entirely out of waste, 

with offices for circular entrepreneurs, large community common areas, as well 

as social housing. Through this project they aim to build a circular ecosystem but 

also solve a pressing housing issue in Neukölln, the neighborhood that hosts 

CRCLR, which is also one of Berlin’s fastest gentrifying neighborhoods. They 

note that “you cannot build a circular economy if a social system is not in place” 

(CRCLR House, 2018b). This refers to how they are building social housing 

within their building, and they emphasize the importance of social resilience 

alongside environmental sustainability. Ultimately, these projects seem to avoid 

separating the different pillars of sustainability and embed their interpretation of 

circular economy seamlessly into a wider sustainability conversation.  
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5.1.5 Actors with different levels of power  
 
We see a wide variety of actors in the circular economy field, representing the 

systemic nature of a circular economy, yet some actors are clearly more 

influential than others. Most of the actors, regardless of their interpretative frame, 

acknowledge the Ellen MacArthur Foundation as a key driver of the circular 

economy momentum. For example, The European Environmental Agency, 

articulates that the circular economy “is also increasingly seen as a business 

opportunity, for example through the efforts of the Ellen McArthur Foundation” 

(European Environment Agency, 2016). This shows how the actor acknowledges 

the EMF’s role in framing the circular economy to attract the attention of 

businesses. Lemille further presents the circular economy as a concept created by 

the EMF:  
“the concept of a Circular Economy, made visible by The Ellen MacArthur 
Foundation, helped us realize that waste should not and/or does not really exist”  
(Lemille, 2016). 

 
The OSCE movement also positions the EMF as a key player in the field. Lars 

Zimmerman, explains in an interview with us:  

“the Ellen MacArthur Foundation is pushing the circular economy, or the 
community around the circular economy – that’s where things are happening 
right now, they were successful launching this debate on the European level for 
example” (Zimmermann, 2017a). 

Even though this group frames circular economy differently than the EMF, they 

acknowledge the EMF’s influence to drive the momentum of the circular 

economy. Furthermore, when trying to come up with a new definition, the OSCE 

community uses EMF’s definition as a reference of what is missing in the 

conceptualization. When the EMF changed their website definition, the OSCE 

forum reacted:  

“one of the reasons to create our own definition was that we did not like the one 
by the EMF… how is the new one?” (OSCE Days, 2017) 
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This example shows that although not everyone might agree with the frame 

articulated by the EMF, they still recognize the EMF as the leading actor and key 

incumbent in the field.  

 
Another example of EMF’s influence and power is reflected in the forums they 

directly address. The EMF has launched its reports as well as collaboration 

announcements at the World Economic Forum annual meetings in Davos since 

2013 (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2018a), and in 2015, the World Economic 

Forum collaborated with the EMF and McKinsey & Co and other business 

partners to launch Project MainStream “with the aim of bringing companies together 

to help deal with roadblocks and help mainstream the circular economy” (Confino, 2014). 

In January 2018, the World Economic Forum also launched the collaboration 

platform PACE (Platform for Accelerating a Circular Economy), in which Ellen 

MacArthur is a knowledge partner. All these actors appear to collaborate 

frequently to advance the circular economy and they share a similar 

understanding of the concept. Other actors recognize them as incumbents in the 

field. Similarly, they often describe themselves as “leaders in their field” (Ellen 

MacArthur Foundation, 2018a) or “global leadership group” (World Economic 

Forum, 2018) which further cements their position as incumbents in the field.  

 

Typical of emergent field dynamics, the EU acts as a state actor that consolidates 

and legitimizes the positions of the incumbents in the field. The European 

Commission acknowledges the leading position of EMF and McKinsey, by 

quoting the report in the legislative package “Closing the loop – An EU action 

plan for the circular economy” (European Commission, 2015a), but also by 

inviting EMF at debates and conventions as an authority in the field. For 

example, Ellen MacArthur is presented as a “circular economy voice” on the 

European Commission Public Consultation for the Circular Economy  (European 

Commission, 2015b). 

 
 



 69 

5.1.6 Mapping the field 
 
As previously stated, all actors seem to share an understanding of the 

environmental imperative for the circular economy, but they differ on their 

interpretation of circular economy through the relevance they attach to the 

economic and social dimensions. In order to provide a visualization of the field, 

the actors and their positions, we propose a distribution of actors based on their 

interpretative frame, reflected in the main argument they propose for 

transitioning to a circular economy. Since we observe that they all attach equal 

importance to the environmental benefits of circular economy, the graph below 

maps the actors according to the importance they attach to the 

economic/business imperatives (vertical axis) and social imperatives (horizontal 

axis) respectively.  

 

 
Figure 1 -  Field map based on imperatives for circular economy 
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The larger and more influential players in the field, namely the EMF, WEF, and 

McKinsey, cluster around the high-business/economic, low-social imperative 

area. They interpret circular economy as a way to hedge resource related risks 

while providing extensive financial and economic benefits. This is the dominant 

interpretation of circular economy in the field. It is also reproduced by 

intergovernmental organizations such as the European Commission and 

reflected in the circular economy national strategies of EU Members States such 

as the Netherlands, the United Kingdom (Zero Waste Scotland) and Finland. 

 

There are a few players within the incumbent group that share the 

business/economic interpretative framing but also acknowledge the importance 

of social dimensions in their discourse. These are government agencies like Sitra, 

or the European Environmental Agency, which have a more balanced view of the 

social – business dimension than the EMF, WEF, McKinsey cluster. For example, 

Sitra, shares the same economic and business frame as the incumbents for the 

most part, but also demonstrates an understanding of the social implications of 

a systemic transformation:  

“For the circular economy to gain acceptance in the emerging and less affluent 
regions of the world, it needs to be relevant in reducing poverty and benefiting 
societies in a just and fair manner.”  

“The increased efficiencies and new forms of unlocking value must not only create 
wealth to owners of businesses, but create opportunities for employment and fair 
earnings for all types of skillsets” (Sitra, 2018). 

This demonstrates a more nuanced understanding on how the circular economy 

may need to be operationalized.  

 

The European Environmental Agency also highlights the socio-economic 

dimensions a transition towards a circular economy would need to consider. The 

agency highlights that “little is known about the quality of new jobs that might be 

created in the circular economy and the skills needed in employees” and that 

“collaborative consumption might improve social cohesion within a group of citizens, but 

it might also discriminate against other societal groups” (European Environment 
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Agency, 2016). Although the majority of this EEA report highlights the vast 

economic benefits that a circular economy would bring to Europe, the last page 

acknowledges the trade-offs of a transition towards circularity.  

 

The challenger cluster includes smaller peripheral players spread around the 

high-social imperative area. Advocate actors, such as Lemille and the OSCE 

movement, as well as community practitioners, like CRCLR and De Ceuvel, 

position themselves within the circular economy field. However, as discussed 

earlier in the section, these actors challenge the way that the circular economy is 

conceptualized by the incumbent players and aim to stretch the boundaries of 

the concept to make it more comprehensive by including a social dimension.  

 
 
5.2 What field dynamics led to the current circular 
economy momentum in Europe? 
 
The first part of our analysis presented a static overview of the main field actors, 

the positions they occupy and the frames they bring to interpret the circular 

economy. The following section will highlight the main field dynamics that have 

led to the current momentum for circular economy in Europe. 

 

5.2.1 Framing circular economy as a collaborative endeavor 
 
We observe that incumbents emphasize the collaborative nature of circular 

economy. They do not rely on this to be implicit in the very nature of the concept, 

but often make it explicit through calls to action, highlighting it as an enabler for 

transitioning towards the circular economy. 

 

Jocelyn Blériot, Executive Officer of the EMF highlights the co-creation aspect of 

a circular economy:  

“[…] even though the circular economy is a business-driven, innovation focused 
agenda, the private sector has to be put at the table with the policy makers and the 
regulators as well. It really is a co-creation process because a system change does 
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not happen by decree, it needs all the actors in the value chain but also actors from 
the public sector that create the right enabling conditions for such a model to 
thrive” (Blériot, 2017). 

The foundation also points to collaboration as an enabler of circularity: “effective 

cross-chain and cross-sector collaboration are imperative for the large-scale establishment 

of a circular system” and “will accelerate transition” (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 

2013a). The same collaborative, co-creation approach is used to illustrate how 

individual businesses can implement circular systems through a collaborative 

lens:  

“I think [circular economy requires] systemic change within the business, so bring 
all parties on board - this can’t just be a question to discuss with the design team, 
but it's the marketing team, it's the financing team, it's everyone within that 
business" (MacArthur, 2016). 
 

The same frame is used by state actors, with the European Commission setting 

the way for collaborative action:  

“The transition will happen […] but in order to do so we need a joint effort of 
governments, institutions, social partners, the civil society, business, regions, 
local communities, citizens, everybody has a role to play to make this big 
transformative change happen” (Calleja Crespo, 2017). 

The Commission recognizes the role of all actors, including its own:  

“Economic actors, such as business and consumers, are key in driving this 
process. Local, regional and national authorities are enabling the transition, but 
the EU also has a fundamental role to play in supporting it” (European 
Commission, 2015a). 

The Commission states that it will continue to “give clear signals to economic 

operators and society at large on the way forward” but invites Member States “to play 

their full part in EU action, integrating and complementing it with national action” 

(ibid.). 

 

Business actors also embrace the collaborative approach to circular economy. 

María Mendiluce, representing WBCSD (a coalition of 200 companies committed 

to sustainability) at the World Circular Economy Forum 2017 mentions that: 
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“collaboration across companies and industries is the only option to build a safe and 

resilient world where sustainable businesses are more successful” (Mendiluce, 2017). 

 

5.2.2 Setting up new lines of collaboration 
 

The creation of organizations and coalitions under a collaborative and inclusive 

circular economy frame makes it possible to bring together the resources needed, 

both financial and social capital, to drive collaborative action. At the center stage 

of the process is Ellen MacArthur, who after attracting the first founding 

partners, created the Ellen MacArthur Foundation in 2010: 

“The coherence of the circular economy framework and its perceived potential as 
a genuine economic paradigm shift convinces B&Q, BT/Cisco (working together), 
National Grid and Renault to become Founding Partners of the Foundation.” 
(Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2018a). 

The creation of an official organization around this new framework helped Ellen 

MacArthur pool together strategic partners. Ellen MacArthur herself further 

states: 

“Our Founding Partners came on board before we had undertaken any economic 
analysis and were instrumental in powering the work of the Foundation, and 
testing the model at scale, for the next three years” (Ellen MacArthur 
Foundation, 2018a). 

These initial strategic partnerships provided the resources to enable the 

Foundation to develop their first study. In 2013, the EMF published the first 

report on the circular economy which highlighted the economic opportunity of a 

circular economy transition in Europe, with the analysis done by McKinsey & 

Co. By launching the report at the World Economic Forum annual meeting in 

Davos (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2018a), the EMF was able to bring attention 

to this topic to a large audience of influential leaders and put circular economy 

on the list of global trends. Also at Davos, in collaboration with McKinsey and 

the World Economic Forum, the EMF launched Project MainStream, a CEO-led 

initiative to accelerate the transition towards a circular economy. Ellen 
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MacArthur highlights the significance of forming collaborations with WEF to 

further legitimize the circular economy approach and mobilize business leaders: 

“Building on growing momentum around the circular economy, Project 
MainStream will leverage the convening power of the World Economic Forum 
and bring together a group of business leaders capable of triggering widespread 
innovation and employment” (World Economic Forum, 2014). 

The Foundation also started the CE100, an alliance of businesses, innovators and 

governments, all working to develop circular solutions, collaborate and unleash 

the potential of a circular economy (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2018a). These 

types of coalitions are practical ways to bring together leaders across sectors to 

support collaborative action.  

 

Other EMF partnerships and initiatives, such as the creation of the Disruptive 

Innovation Festival (DIF) or the launch of the Circular Design Guide with IDEO, 

serve as examples of new lines of collaboration. Through these initiatives, the 

EMF was able to expand its reach beyond top business executives towards more 

disruptive innovators and designers. Speaking about the motivation to create a 

design guide for the circular economy, Tim Brown, the CEO of IDEO (a leading 

design-thinking company) notes:  

“I feel better as a designer, as a member of society, if I am creating things and I 
am using things that I can do as much of that as I like and it’s not going to be bad 
for the planet” (IDEO and Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2018). 

These words illustrate how the narrative constructed by EMF provided the 

Foundation with the ability to forge collaborations with a highly diverse set of 

actors, across sectors and industries. Additionally, it brings field members 

together under a shared goal irrespective of their interests. 

 

New lines of partnership have also been fashioned by the World Economic 

Forum created. The Platform for Accelerating the Circular Economy (PACE) by 

the World Economic Forum is co-chaired by the heads of Philips, the UN 

Environment and the Global Environmental Facility (GEF). This aims to be a 

platform for public-private partnerships and project acceleration (World 
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Economic Forum and Accenture Strategy, 2018). PACE members include CEOs 

from global companies, governments, regional investment and development 

banks, as well as governmental and non-governmental organizations. This 

platform serves as an example of the potential for the circular economy frame to 

bring people together from different backgrounds and interests, under a common 

goal. Although there have been many previous attempts at public-private 

collaborations to tackle environmental issues, this initiative shows the 

collaboration is formed around a strategy, not a just a problem. The strategy 

focuses on “plastics, electronics, food & bioeconomy and business model and market 

transformation”, with a goal to deliver “systems change at speed and scale” (World 

Economic Forum, 2018). The platform participants (both corporate and public 

sector) agree that their collaboration needs to focus on scaling the impact of 

circular economy initiatives and will do that by developing “blended financing 

models for circular economy projects”, and by creating and adjusting “enabling policy 

frameworks to address specific barriers to advancing the circular economy” (World 

Economic Forum and Accenture Strategy, 2018). 

 

The Finnish Innovation Fund Sitra, has been instrumental in bringing together 

actors from across sectors, creating a physical space for interaction, dissemination 

of knowledge and collaboration. In June 2017, Sitra hosted the first World 

Circular Economy Forum, where business leaders, NGOs and government 

representatives discussed how circular economy (Sitra, 2017) could be used not 

only to tackle environmental issues, but also as a business and economic 

opportunity. At this event, a director from the City of Amsterdam, a Danish 

startup founder of a circular business model, a Japanese Minister of the 

Environment, and a Managing Director from BlackRock, the world's largest asset 

manager, gathered under the very same roof (Sitra, 2017). Bringing together this 

unlikely combination of actors is an innovative way to drive the circular economy 

agenda and promote global collaboration. Through this forum, Sitra put 

themselves on the map as a leader in the circular economy field. It is important 

to note here, however, that the EMF was one of the organizers of the WCEF, 
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showing that Sitra’s work is built on EMF’s frame and with the support of the 

leading incumbent.  

 

5.2.3 Curating information and tailoring messaging and action 
plans to different audiences 
 
 
The EMF, as an incumbent in the circular economy field, crafts messages and 

action plans that appeal to the various mindsets of the actors they see as essential 

for this transformation. While the Foundation dedicates most of its efforts 

targeting businesses, it also offers action plans and resources for governments 

and academia. We observe that the imperative and solutions for a circular 

transformation are framed slightly differently, depending on the target audience 

of each dissemination piece. As such, the benefits for each targeted actor are 

made explicit and solutions to complex problems are broken down in easy-to-

grasp, tailored processes and methodologies. 

 

Businesses 

Ellen MacArthur herself acknowledges how she began by listening, “You really 

learn a lot through conversations with CEOs, senior managers, board members and 

experts” (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2018a). By empathizing with business 

leaders and addressing concerns directly, she was able to create a frame that 

immediately appealed to them. This was reflected in the reports created with 

McKinsey, which focus on the economic risks and opportunities for businesses.  

“What is the opportunity for companies? New and bigger profit pools, greater 
security in supply, and new demand for business services, building greater 
resilience as a result” (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2015a). 

The main message for business actors is that circular economy represents an 

economic opportunity, with quantifiable benefits and a strong value proposition 

for consumers, while allowing businesses to remain resilient when facing volatile 

prices for raw materials. 
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Additionally, the EMF produces industry specific reports that tackle particular 

issues in areas such as consumer electronics, plastics, textiles, intelligent assets 

and other consumer goods as well as the raw material and manufacturing sectors. 

Practitioners responded positively to such reports:  

“Reports such as "The New Plastics Economy: Catalyzing Action" are useful 
because they give professionals language and images with which to talk about how 
to overcome complicated environmental challenges. They also turn up the heat for 
companies to set ambitious goals to make circular economy come to fruition” 
(Cramer, 2017). 

Such targeted action plans appear to help by not only breaking down the 

overwhelming, often paralyzing big picture in actionable steps, but also creating 

new language and norms. 

 

Governments 

Governments are also a priority in the communication agenda of EMF, but 

secondary to businesses. In a press interview Ellen MacArthur notes that circular 

economy is policy-relevant, but not policy-prescriptive:  

“Policies can help, but they don’t necessarily have to define exactly what needs to 
be done” (Circular Change, 2016).  

EMF considers that market mechanisms play a dominant role in the transition to 

circular economy, and points at the wider economic benefits of the transition:  

“improved economic growth, substantial net material cost savings, the creation of 
employment opportunities, and increased innovation” (Ellen MacArthur 
Foundation, 2015a). 

To help guide governments tap into these economic benefits, EMF’s engages in 

direct dialogue with policy makers at a European level. They launched their 

visionary report “Growth Within: A circular economy vision for a competitive 

Europe” in June 2015 at the Circular Economy Stakeholder Conference, hosted 

by the European Commission in Brussels. The report was delivered in the context 

of a public consultation process initiated by the Commission, regarding the 

European circular economy package (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2018a), and 

highlights the system-wide benefits of such transition. The European 
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Commission acknowledged the importance of this report in the introduction to 

their circular economy package proposed later in 2015 (European Commission, 

2015a). 

 

Additionally, EMF targets policy makers with a structured, three-step 

methodology and set of tools outlined in their publication: “Delivering the 

circular economy – a toolkit for policymakers” which includes a policy case 

study. EMF outlines two broad, complimentary policy strategies for policy 

makers that aim to support the transition to a circular economy: 

“The first is to focus on fixing market and regulatory failures. The second is to 
actively stimulate market activity by, for example, setting targets, changing 
public procurement policy, creating collaboration platforms and providing 
financial or technical support to businesses” (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 
2015b). 

The core message they underline is that circular business opportunities are 

largely hindered by non-financial barriers, such as regulations. EMF further 

emphasizes that market mechanisms alone will not be successful for a circular 

economy transition but need policy support. 

 

Educational institutions 

EMF is also engaging universities, schools and colleges as part of their effort to 

support the transition to a circular economy. The information delivered to these 

audiences focuses on how to teach circular economy and its principles. With an 

emphasis on online learning, EMF also plans to create “a global teaching and 

learning platform built around the circular economy framework” and to provide 

“cutting edge insights and content to support circular economy education and the 

systems thinking required to accelerate a transition” (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 

2015a). 

 

The emphasis on systems-thinking is at the core of their messaging to these 

audiences. For example, EMF’s materials aimed at helping higher education 
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professionals design curricula focused on developing the “framework for thinking” 

about circular economy. They enable educators to focus on applying: 

“systems thinking foci: know what being a feedback-rich system means; identify 
positive and balancing feedback; homoeostasis and homeorhesis; understand 
effectiveness and scale; diversity and its role in creativity and resilience; capital 
stocks and related flows” (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017). 

The focus on design and innovation is also apparent in the online educational 

tools created by EMF. For example, a massive open online course (MOOC) 

designed together with TU Delft, is described as follows:  

“Through the MOOC, learners are challenged to design a future that rethinks our 
current 'take-make-waste' economy to focus on circular, innovative products, and 
business models” (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2018a). 

The EMF is framing the circular economy as a creative opportunity and 

challenges students to explore innovative ways of designing products and 

business models. 

 

Additionally, an online circular design guide was produced in collaboration with 

IDEO and unveiled at the annual meeting of the World Economic Forum in 

Davos in 2017. The guide gathers input from business and design institutions to 

offer designers: “a new approach, […] as well as design thinking techniques updated 

for this new economic framework” (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2018d). Through 

the launch of this guide, the EMF demonstrates that it considers design to be 

central in the transition to a circular economy. 

 
 
5.2.4 Inviting the contribution of different voices 
 

EMF’s approach to circular economy goes beyond collaboration with key actors. 

They do not indicate clear boundaries and are open to the contribution of other 

parties. EMF includes in their blog posts from challengers, such as an open-

source post by Sam Muir, and cover different smaller business initiatives on their 

case study inventory.  
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Additionally, the EMF launched the Disruptive Innovation Festival (DIF), an 

online festival of ideas where different thought leaders come together to discuss 

how to redesign everything. As EMF funds and curates the festival, we can 

interpret this as an invitation to push the boundaries of the concept. Here, 

challengers like Alexander Lemille and OSCE Days founders Lars Zimmerman 

and Sam Muir take the online stage, carving a voice for themselves in the wider 

conversation. Lemille presented some initial thoughts on integrating a social 

perspective into the circular economy framework and illustrated his ideas in the 

context of emerging markets and the issue of poverty (Disruptive Innovation 

Festival, 2016). Lemille acknowledges the importance of the festival: 

“[The festival] offers the opportunity for anyone around the globe to express 
views, concepts or solutions that could benefits others. As a circular economy 
advocate I had to be part of this great online event” (Disruptive Innovation 
Festival, 2016).  

The open platform that the EMF has created is perceived as an opportunity for 

others to expand the boundaries of the concept but also contributes to EMF’s 

perceived image as an open collaborator. 

 

Another indicator of EMF’s openness for input is the fact that their definition of 

circular economy has not been completely static. The table below includes an 

evolution of definitions since the foundation was launched in 2010, and how this 

definition changed to include social capital. 

 

Table 3 – Evolution of circular economy definition by Ellen MacArthur Foundation 

Year Definition 

2013 

“A circular economy is an industrial system that is restorative or 
regenerative by intention and design. It replaces the ‘end-of-life’ 
concept with restoration, shifts towards the use of renewable energy, 
eliminates the use of toxic chemicals, which impair reuse, and aims 
for the elimination of waste through the superior design of materials, 
products, systems, and, within this, business models” (Ellen 
MacArthur Foundation, 2013a). 
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2015 
“A circular economy is one that is restorative by design and which 
aims to keep products, components and materials at their highest 
utility and value, at all times” (Webster, 2015). 

 
2018 

“A circular economy aims to redefine growth, focusing on positive 
society-wide benefits. It entails gradually decoupling economic 
activity from the consumption of finite resources, and designing 
waste out of the system. Underpinned by a transition to renewable 
energy sources, the circular model builds economic, natural, and 
social capital” (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2018a). 

 

Similar efforts for inclusiveness and open contribution from all interested 

stakeholders are also reproduced by state actors in the field. The EC and the 

European Economic and Social Committee (the EU forum for the organized civil 

society in Europe), have been regularly organizing since 2015 a European 

Circular Economy Stakeholder Conference, creating a space for all European 

stakeholders to meet and follow up on the plan. The EMF, as well as other 

incumbents such as Sitra, are part of the coordination group of this conference 

(European Commission, 2018b). 

 
 
5.2.5 Hacking the incumbent frame  
 
Another dynamic that our research identified, is the process of hacking the 

incumbent frame by challengers. Both Lemille and OSCE Days, although not 

sharing the exact point of view as the incumbents, want to remain a part of the 

circular economy conversation as a way to include their perspective. As Lars 

Zimmerman puts it:  

“We would exclude ourselves from the existing and emerging political and 
economic debates around ‘Circular Economy’ where real change might become 
possible. We should rather continue to ‘hack into’ those debates by adding new 
concepts to it” (Zimmermann, 2017b). 

In their view, it would not be fruitful to create a new competing term that is better 

suited to address their views, because they would simply be left out of the 

conversation - a conversation that has caught momentum. Lemille explains how 
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much of the talk around sustainable development focused on environmental 

degradation, which did not inspire the urgent change needed from the business 

community. He highlights that “it was difficult before the circular economy to catch 

the attention of businesses” (Lemille, 2018). 

 

Zimmerman also explains the success of the current frame to catalyze change in 

the business and governmental spheres by explaining, “the community around the 

circular economy... that's where things are happening right now” (Zimmermann, 

2017b). That is likely why the OSCE movement chose to simply add the prefix 

“open source” and Lemille the suffix “2.0” to describe their work, rather than 

come up with a completely different term. They differentiate themselves, while 

remaining in the relevant debate.  

 

5.2.6 Changes in the broader field environment 
 

Apart from the field dynamics highlighted above, we need to be aware that the 

current circular economy momentum in Europe was also a consequence of forces 

external the field, or broader field environment. The rise of the circular economy 

in Europe is influenced by recent changes towards internal political stability as 

well as changes in the larger geopolitical field, and related technological fields. 

 

The EU is finally able to plan for longer-term projects, after a period of focusing 

on urgent crises, such as Greece’s debt crisis, the refugee influx and Brexit (Sitra, 

2018). Sitra argues that “the pro-European success of Macron in the French presidential 

elections as well as general positive news in the European economy” have set the stage 

for more long-term planning (Sitra, 2018). Due to these developments, 

policymakers are able to once again address future-oriented challenges and 

opportunities. 

 

The circular economy momentum in Europe appears to be accelerated by the 

dynamics in other strategic action fields, including the broader global 
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environment or changes in distant fields. For example, the European 

Commission acknowledges that the Circular Economy Package is also a result of 

“increased policy coherence in internal and external EU action” and that the Circular 

Economy Package is “essential for the implementation of global commitments taken by 

the Union and by EU Member States, notably the U.N. 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development and the G7 Alliance on Resource Efficiency” (European Commission, 

2015a). The Commission states the importance of circular economy in 

operationalizing the Sustainable Development Goals, qualifying the circular 

economy plan as: 

“instrumental in reaching the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by 2030, 
in particular Goal 12 of ensuring sustainable consumption and production 
patterns” (ibid.). 

 

The EU efforts towards circular economy are accelerated not only by their 

international commitments, but also by changes such as China’s recent ban on 

imported waste. This was noted in several press articles announcing the delivery 

of the EU strategy for fighting plastic waste in 2018. As the Vice-President Jyrki 

Katanien notes:  

"With our plastic strategy we are laying the foundations for a new circular 
plastics economy, and driving investment towards it. This will help to reduce 
plastic litter in land, air and sea while also bringing new opportunities for 
innovation, competitiveness and high quality jobs” (European Commission, 
2018a). 

The Commission’s communication focused on the environmental rationale but 

also the economic opportunity of waste. However, several media outlets outline 

that the spur for action is the ban that Beijing put on foreign waste (Solletty, 2017). 

They point that since a lot of the EU waste has been traditionally shipped for 

processing to China waste shippers are now struggling to find new places to get 

rid of the garbage (Tamma and Hervey, 2018).  

 

Frans Timmermans, the Commission First Vice-President noted during a press 

conference in early 2018: “The Chinese decision is undoubtedly a big challenge but let's 
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turn that challenge into an opportunity” (Crisp, 2018) while the Commission Vice 

President, Jyrki Katainen, said he had to “thank China” for spurring a change of 

action in Europe (Tamma and Hervey, 2018). This episode leads us to interpret 

that changes in distant fields, such as waste management practices in China, have 

a direct influence on the developments of the European circular economy field.  

 

Another important external field determinant is the fact that technological 

advancements have created an opportunity for the transition. The EMF & 

McKinsey highlight that the timing is opportune as “essential enabling technologies 

are maturing and scaling fast” (Ellen MacArthur Foundation and McKinsey Center 

for Business and Environment, 2015), and the PACE report emphasizes that “new 

business models, well designed policies, technology innovation and investment 

opportunities are emerging” (World Economic Forum and Accenture Strategy, 

2018). Incumbents perceive that the timing is right for this vision to come to 

fruition. Given the technology advancements, new business models and 

consumer behavior trends, we now operate in the enabling environment that will 

help us move towards a circular economy.  

 

5.3 Summary of findings  
 
In our analysis, we have mapped the actors in the circular economy field and 

described six field dynamics that we observe have contributed to the circular 

economy momentum in Europe.  

 

Our mapping of the field points to a variety of actors taking part in the 

conversation of circular economy. Our analysis revealed that all actors in the 

circular economy strategic action field in Europe do have a shared understanding 

of what is at stake. All actors agree that the current ‘take, make and dispose’ model, 

referred to as linear (in contrast with the circular model proposed), has multiple 

disadvantages. Given the limited nature of our resources, this linear model puts 
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a strain on the environment. Therefore, actors point to a circular economy as a 

systemic shift in how we organize our economy.  

 

Although there is agreement on the purpose of the field to create a systemic 

change towards an economic system that operates within planetary boundaries, 

actors hold different interpretative frames of the circular economy. The main 

interpretative frame we observe is the one focused on economic and business 

factors. The actors behind this frame emphasize both the economic risks posed 

by the price volatility of raw materials over the past decade, as well as the 

economic opportunities of a circular economy transition. Meanwhile, there are 

actors in the field that hold alternative frames of a circular economy, with a focus 

on social equity and exclusivity.  

 

Given the different perspectives and types of actors taking part in the circular 

economy conversation, the field could be interpreted as relatively fragmented. 

However, we observe that only a few incumbent actors exert disproportionate 

influence on the field. These actors perceive themselves and are perceived by 

others as frontrunners who shape the conceptualization and strategies around 

the Circular Economy. As incumbents, they focus on hard-hitting numbers and 

facts that highlight the economic and business benefits of circular economy. Our 

empirical analysis revealed that the Ellen MacArthur Foundation (EMF) is the 

main incumbent in the field as its position and influence on the field is recognized 

by other actors. Typical of an emergent field, there are some less influential actors 

that challenge the perspective of the incumbents. Some do that through their 

discourse: while they do not necessarily disagree with the basic formulation of 

the circular economy, they argue that it is incomplete, making it risky because it 

could replicate the status quo. Others challenge the incumbents’ logic through 

their practices, proposing circular approaches that extend beyond the economic 

or business benefits. In general, challengers do recognize the power and 

influence of incumbents in the field. As such, most use the circular economy 

definition proposed by the EMF as a point of reference. 
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Our findings also point to six dynamics that we interpret as driving the circular 

economy momentum: 

• First, we observe that the circular economy has been mostly framed as 

collaborative endeavor. Field actors emphasize the importance of cross-

collaboration to achieve a circular economy, and this is made explicit 

throughout their communications.  

• The second dynamic refers to the setting up of new lines of collaboration 

that the EMF and fellow incumbents have been able to initiate. This relates 

partly to the initial partnerships that Ellen MacArthur was able to create in 

order to set up the Foundation, pooling resources from its founding 

partners. It also relates to the variety of collaboration projects such as the 

CE100 project organized by EMF, the Project MainStream co-led by World 

Economic Forum, McKinsey and EMF, the Circular Design Guide 

published by IDEO and EMF, the PACE initiative spearheaded by the 

World Economic Forum and the World Circular Economy Forum hosted by 

Sitra.  

• The third dynamic we observe is that that EMF has tailored its message to 

different audiences. In order to attract different sectors to the conversation, 

the Foundation has created different types of communications and 

programs, tailoring its focus and tone for business, governments and 

educational institutions.  

• The fourth dynamic is how the EMF has been open to the contribution of 

alternative voices in the circular economy discussion. We see that the actors 

we perceive as challengers have in fact been invited to take part in the EMF 

website as guest writers, or to facilitate workshops an online festival created 

by EMF. This openness to contribution is further exemplified by the 

evolution of EMF’s definition.  

• The fifth dynamic we notice is that challenger actors, aware of their position 

in the field, try to "hack" the circular economy conversation in order to make 

their concerns heard.  
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• Finally, we recognize that there are changes in the broader field 

environment that influence the circular economy momentum. The actors in 

the circular economy field point to factors such as the relative stability in 

Europe, the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, the recent 

China ban on imported waste, as well as new technologies and business 

models as influential in the circular economy field emergence.  
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Chapter 6: Discussion 
 
 

Our exploration of the circular economy as a strategic action field in Europe 

indicates that this emergent field is organized around a shared understanding of 

a need to reimagine the entire system of production and consumption. In order 

to reorganize an entire economy and drive systemic change, actors forge new 

lines of collaboration to drive the shift at both a paradigm level and a practice 

level. Our analysis focused on the dynamics that shape the shift at a paradigmatic 

level, as scholars point out that this area has been largely underexplored 

(Korhonen et al., 2018). 

 

We offered an overview of the current circular economy field in Europe and the 

dynamics that have led to the current circular economy momentum. We discuss 

these findings in the light of the systemic change circular economy envisions, 

raising two questions: (1) what are the factors that drive this paradigm shift, and 

(2) is the envisioned paradigm adressing all issues it set out to solve in the first 

place? 

 
 
6.1 What drives the paradigm shift? 
 

Based on the empirical material presented, we argue that the circular economy 

paradigm shift is driven by skilled actors that frame the issue in a collaborative 

manner, pool resources and create organizational vehicles for collaboration. To 

drive the systemic change envisioned by the new circular economy paradigm, 

they subsequently display a sophisticated level of social skill by crafting and 

managing alternative frames that resonate with their various constituencies. 

 

Secondly, the paradigm shift is driven by creating a space for constructive debate 

and staying open to the input of contesting parties. This avoids open contestation 
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that could jeopardise the transition and allows challengers the space for giving 

input. 

 

Lastly, our empirial findings also point at changes in the broader field 

environment and related fields that impacted this shift. However, we suggest 

that a more sophisticated study is needed to fully address such factors. 

 

6.1.1 Social skill and frame management for systemic change 
 
In addressing the first question, we draw on our empirical findings to argue that 

a critical factor triggering and maintaing the paradigm shift towards circular 

economy has been the capacity of some actors to bridge perspectives and 

mobilize other actors. Fligstein and McAdam (2012) refer to this ability as social 

skill and note that socially skilled actors induce cooperation by creating “shared 

meaning and collective identities” (p. 46). This is done by listening 

empathetically to other actors to frame an issue and a desired course of action in 

a way that resonates with other actors’ existing perception of themselves. We 

interpret social skill to be underpinning the first three dynamics identified in our 

analysis. We elaborate below on each of them and propose a contribution to the 

theory of fields that would provide a more sophisticated understanding of the 

type of social skill required for systemic change. 

 

First, we recognize Dame Ellen MacArthur as one of the socially skilled actors 

crucial for the formation of the circular economy field, because of her ability to 

both develop an effective frame and to pool fragmented actors and resources to 

mobilize strategic action. By reframing the environmental issue in a collaborative 

way, Ellen MacArthur has moved away from blaming elite actors. The frame she 

created highlights faults in the larger economical system and encourages 

collaboration to fix these problems. In line with Furnari’s (2017) work on types of 

issue framing, circular economy, in the interpretation of Ellen MacArthur, is an 

example of a collaborative frame that mobilizes action and aligns a fragmented 
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field by emphasizing synergies among diverse actors. Her ability to empathize 

and understand different views enabled the creation of a new collaborative frame 

that brings cohesion and unity to the previously unorganized social space. 

 

Secondly, Ellen MacArthur demonstrates social skill by pulling the 

organizational resources needed to drive the transition towards a circular 

economy. Through the creation of the Ellen MacArthur Foundation, she was able 

to attract the resources needed (both financial and social capital) to bring 

powerful actors together and address the wider business community. The 

organization is maintaining the “constructed narrative account of the new 

collective identity” (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012, p.110). EMF is working on 

reproducing this collective identity and focusing on creating new lines of 

collaboration and partnerships. As such, the field, and with it the shift in 

paradigm, emerges through a sense of a shared mission rather than through 

similar interests. 

 

These two dynamics are typical of the emergent mobilization phase as described 

by Fligstein & McAdam (2012). These processes are driven by skilled actors 

tapping into the opportunities for entrepreneurship that an unorganized space 

provides. Fligstein and McAdam state that social skill has its largest impact when 

a social space is disorganized and pragmatic actors build coalitions and fashion 

new ways of collaboration that are impossible in other circumstances. Ellen 

McArthur is what DiMaggio (1988) would call an institutional entrepreneur who 

“invent[s] new cultural conceptions to help establish entirely ‘new’ institutions” 

(Fligstein & McAdam, 2012, p.109). 

 

However, while the theory of fields recognizes the importance of social skill in 

building frames that will result in collaboration, we argue that, in the case of 

systemic change, it is not only frame creation but also frame management that is an 

essential part of the process. The theory does not account for how such skilled 
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actors maintain collaboration of the different constituencies that need to adjust 

and contribute to the systemic change.  

 

In order to provide a more comprehensive framework for explaining systemic 

change, the theory of fields needs to develop a more sophisticated understanding 

of different types of social skill. Our empirical evidence illustrates a third 

dynamic: EMF is crafting and curating tailored information and messaging for 

different actors. The Foundation is adjusting the frame to the specific audience, 

knowing which frames to prioritize in order to have the largest impact. We call 

this act of curating alternative frames in order to resonate with various actors, 

frame management and propose this as a contribution to the theory of fields. We 

interpret this act as a sophisticated form of social skill that considers all 

stakeholders and legitimizes their perspectives to drive systemic change. 

 
 
6.1.2 Creating an open space for debate to avoid contestation 
 
A fourth dynamic we identified that contributes to a paradigm shift towards 

circular economy is the creation of an open space that allows for debate. We 

mentioned in our introduction that one of the theoretical conceptualization 

scholars have defined for circular economy is the one of “umbrella concept” 

(Blomsma and Brennan, 2017). The scholars argue that an umbrella concept 

creates “a new cognitive unit and discursive space for debate” (Blomsma and 

Brennan, 2017, p. 606) which facilitates discussion and critical engagement. We 

resonate with this idea and suggest that such “discursive spaces” need to be 

complemented by platforms (physical or virtual) that encourage the contribution 

of contending parties. Our empirical findings illustrate that EMF has been 

influential in creating these platforms. Additionally, other forums have been 

created by Sitra and the European Commission and the World Economic Forum 

bringing together stakeholders from across sector. These spaces are instrumental 

to avoid open contestation and bring in input from challengers, as illustrated by 

the Disruption Festival hosted by EMF. Such platforms allow for socially skilled 
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challengers to hack into the dominant conversation and constructively contribute 

with their perspectives. 

 

6.1.3 Changes in the broader field environment 
 
Based on the field dynamics presented in the previous chapter, we have limited 

empirical material to fully understand the implications of other broader field 

dynamics on the circular economy strategic action field. We acknowledge this as 

a limitation of our study, as more in-depth interviews and field work would be 

required to get a more sophisticated understanding of such implications. Our 

findings so far point towards changes in other interrelated fields such as the 

larger geopolitical field, and related technological fields. However more research 

is needed to understand the implications of international agreements such as the 

UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, political priorities such as 

Europe’s global competitiveness (e.g. in relationship with China which is also 

undergoing a transition towards circular economy), or developments in related 

business and technological fields. 

 

Such indications would offer a more sophisticated understanding of the interplay 

between structural arrangements in which a strategic action field is embedded, 

and the power of internal actors to fashion their agency to facilitate a shift of 

paradigm. Since the theory of fields provides a lucrative framework that 

combines aspects of structural determinism and agency, we suggest that future 

research should explore this interplay in more detail. 

 
 
6.2 Is the envisioned paradigm addressing all issues it set 
out to solve in the first place? 
 
 
Our findings confirm that the dominant frame for the circular economy is one 

focused on economic and business rationales. At the core of the incumbent 

framing is an appeal to businesses and governments to consider the risk of 
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resource scarcity and price volatility, combined with opportunities for 

innovation, competitive advantage and economic growth. In line with what some 

scholars (Kirchherr, Reike and Hekkert, 2017) have previously pointed out, the 

general appeal of the circular economy frame appears to be its compatibility with 

the logic of economic growth. 

 

This incumbent framing has been key for the circular economy to gain 

momentum. Our analysis indicates that through this interpretative frame, the 

EMF and a few other incumbent actors have been able to align the interests of 

business leaders and policymakers, resulting in several cross-sector collaborative 

partnerships, as well as state and regional policy roadmaps. However, this 

conceptualization also raises questions about its ability to tackle the issues it set 

out to solve in the first place.  

 

First, the concept’s compatibility with economic growth appears to be what has 

made the concept soar. However, studies on the circular rebound effect (Zink and 

Geyer, 2017) argue that even with circular systems of production and 

consumption, growth can offset the environmental benefits, because it drives an 

increasing consumption of raw materials. Therefore, the growth logics presented 

by the circular economy incumbents may be flawed at the core. More research on 

the practice level is needed to understand to what effect a circular economy will 

be able to address environmental concerns.  

 

Furthermore, scholars have also raised questions about the circular economy 

concept's limited inclusion of the citizen (Hobson, 2016; Hobson and Lynch, 2016; 

Merli, Preziosi and Acampora, 2018). Our analysis demonstrates that some field 

challengers, namely community projects like De Ceuvel and CRCLR House, 

focus their work on community engagement and inclusivity. These projects put 

the cultural transition front and center through their practice. The incumbent 

actors, however, focus on a more top-down approach to change. Although the 

EMF and other incumbents are effective at cross-sector collaborations, they focus 
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their efforts on addressing business, governments and institutions, rather than 

the public directly. This is in line with Geissdoerfer et al. (2017) argument that the 

burden of system change in circular economy is pushed to governments and 

businesses, rather than evenly shared across all stakeholders in society. 

 

Scholars such as Murray, Skene and Haynes (2015), Hobson (2016) and Moreau 

et al. (2017) have pointed out that the circular economy does not include the social 

dimension inherent in sustainable development efforts. Since the circular 

economy is widely recognized as a viable strategy for sustainable development, 

as indicated in the European Commission’s Circular Economy Package, we 

specifically looked for how the social dimension was addressed within circular 

economy by different actors. We learned that field challengers clearly voice their 

concerns that wider societal implications must be included in the 

conceptualization of a circular economy. The reservations of these actors focus 

on the potential for concentration of power among those that would manage 

resources in a circular economy and the need to ensure that everyone can access 

the inherent economic opportunities. For example, field challenger Alexander 

Lemille argues that the circular economy frame posed by incumbents does not 

go far enough to address current social issues such as poverty. He proposes that 

if we are going to change our whole economic system, this is the opportunity to 

set the right foundations.  

 

We observe that when incumbents mention the social implications of a circular 

economy transition, they primarily focus on job creation. The promise of new 

jobs is unsurprisingly popular among policy-makers, yet there appears to be little 

discussion about the type or quality of jobs they promise a circular economy will 

create. Will they be fulfilling, desirable jobs? Will they soon be automated, or do 

they require human-specific capabilities? There is also limited mention of what 

types of jobs would be undoubtedly lost due to the disruption of entire industries 

or plans of how to support the people affected.  
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We argue that answers to these questions need to be supported by academic 

insights and that a research agenda to better understand the social implications 

of circular systems is paramount.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusion & implications 
 
 

This exploration of the circular economy field is rooted in the momentum the 

circular economy concept has gained over the last decade as a way to decouple 

environmental degradation from economic growth. This is an important 

decoupling to achieve sustainable development, as our current linear system has 

led us into an accelerating environmental crisis. The circular economy concept 

has sparked significant interest across sectors, mobilizing collaborative efforts. 

Additionally, scholars point that, as circular economy is developing as a new 

paradigm, more research is needed on its socio-cultural interpretations. Our 

study focused on understanding the emergence of the circular economy strategic 

action field and, with it, the paradigm shift towards a circular economy in 

Europe. 

Our first contribution to the current academic discussion on the circular economy 

concept is providing empirical evidence on how the circular economy is framed 

by different actors, and which frames dominate the conversation. Furthermore, 

by utilizing a unified sociological framework, we offer an initial mapping of the 

field, and identify some dynamics that led to this paradigm shift.  

 

We found that all actors appear to be united under a shared understanding of the 

environmental concerns of our linear economy, as well as the need for a systemic 

transformation. Actors differ, however, in the way they frame the circular 

economy by emphasizing either economic or social factors. We observed that 

only a few incumbents exert disproportionate influence on the field. These 

incumbents focus on economic and business opportunities in transitioning to a 

circular economy, a frame they use to gain the support of businesses and 

governments alike. Challengers contest the incumbent logic through discourse or 

practice and have alternative interpretations of how a circular economy should 

be conceptualized in order to benefit society. They tend to have a heavier focus 
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on the social dimension of sustainability, compared to incumbents, but 

nevertheless choose to position themselves as a part of the circular economy 

conversation.  

 

In accounting for how the field gained momentum, we observe six dynamics: (1) 

framing the circular economy as a collaborative endeavor, (2) curating 

information and tailoring messages to different audiences, (3) creating new lines 

of collaboration, including the creation of an organization and several cross-

sector projects, (4) inviting a variety of voices to the circular economy 

conversation, (5) hacking of the concept by challengers, (6) changes in the broader 

field environment.  

 

Our second contribution to the circular economy academic literature is a new 

perspective on the importance of social skill in driving collaboration towards a 

circular economy. We argue that the social skill of key incumbent actors appears 

to be the main driving force behind the momentum that the circular economy has 

been experiencing in Europe. Actors like Ellen MacArthur managed to induce 

cooperation from a variety of different actors “by appealing to their identity, 

belief, and interests” (Fligstein and McAdam, 2012, p. 50). Through a 

collaborative frame shared by incumbent actors, new lines of collaboration 

emerge in the field based on a new shared understanding of the economic and 

business opportunities involved in this process.   

 

For systemic changes like the one circular economy aims to drive, we propose 

that frame management (managing the variety of existing frames, while constantly 

switching and prioritizing between them), is an invaluable form of social skill. By 

legitimizing different perspectives, it acknowledges that no one dimension alone 

can exist without the others - which in turn, helps broker unlikely yet effective 

solutions to systemic challenges. 
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Our third contribution is to provide a valuable case study of field emergence to 

the literature on SAF. Our findings point to the importance of social skill for 

emerging fields, well as the relevance of frame management for systemic change.  

 

7.1 Recommendations for the field 
 

Based on our initial mapping of the field and analysis of the dynamics that have 

led to the current momentum for circular economy in Europe, we would like to 

formulate some recommendations for practitioners and policy makers in the 

field.  

Part of the success of the circular economy in Europe lies in its collaborative 

frame. As such, as the field converges towards maturity and incumbents cement 

their positions and influence, we recommend that the collaborative, inclusive 

nature of the frame is to be protected to allow different perspectives and new 

ideas to help shape it.  A diverse set of voices are necessary to contribute to the 

concept and make it more resilient. Moreover, when the system we are trying to 

change is as complex and encompassing as a whole economy, every perspective 

on the issue has a strong claim to fundamentality and needs to be considered. By 

maintaining a collaborative approach, the field can avoid confrontation and 

promote strategic action at all levels. This also invites to widespread debate 

instead of all perspectives merging with the uniform agreement of a niche 

minority.  

Secondly, policy makers will need to rethink regulation suitable for this new 

paradigm. Incumbents mention that existing regulations are a hurdle to the 

implementation of a circular economy. Challengers are concerned about how the 

system envisioned by incumbents could risk contributing to social degradation. 

As such, policy makers will have to play a crucial role in balancing these 

perspectives and defining regulation and measures that will make sure circular 

economy is delivering on its promise.  An objective measurement framework and 



 99 

enabling regulations need to be envisioned to ensure that decoupling economic 

growth from environmental degradation will not be done at the expense of 

underprivileged social groups. 

 

7.2 Limitations of the study 
 

As a grounded-theory-based inquiry is never really finished (Charmaz, 2006), we 

acknowledge a few limitations of our study. First, our current interpretation of 

the field is limited by the type of material collected. This interpretation is based 

on extant materials and interviews, but we argue the study could benefit from 

more access to primary data to provide us with a more comprehensive 

understanding of the field and its dynamics.  

 

Secondly, we acknowledge that this study is “an interpretive portrayal of the 

studied field” (Charmaz, 2006, p.10) based on our own biases and affinities. 

While we paid particular attention to enter the field and conducting the analysis 

with an open mind, we are aware that our perception of the field was primed by 

previous exposure to circular economy as a concept and the initial research done 

on scoping our study.  Our interpretations of incumbent actors are based on 

textual material, and the one of challengers based on personal interviews. As 

such, we acknowledge the risk of overemphasizing the role of challengers given 

our positive interactions during personal interviews. 

 

Lastly, the provided portrayal of the strategic action field is also limited by the 

number of actors included in the analysis and the level of access to actors that can 

speak to changes in the broader field environment.  
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7.3 Future research 
 

Based on the limitations highlighted above, we formulate some directions for 

future research for both the academic field of circular economy, and the 

development of the theory of fields. 

 

Firstly, to expand on the provided interpretation of the strategic action field of 

circular economy in Europe, we suggest that a more in-depth study of the field 

is needed. A more comprehensive understanding of the field can be done by 

enlarging the sample of actors included in the analysis and conducting more in-

depth interviews. To shed more light on the embeddedness of the circular 

economy field in a larger environment, and its dependencies with a web of other 

fields, we recommend in-depth interviews with actors from governmental 

organizations or businesses (leveraging circular solutions, innovative business 

models, technological innovations etc.). 

 

Secondly, academic research needs to contribute to bridging the gap between 

strategy and implementation. There is significant work to do across industry, 

government and academia to make this transition happen successfully. 

Therefore, it is not productive to spend a disproportionate amount of time 

discussing the merits of one definition over another one. Ultimately, testing these 

ideas through practical implementation will offer the most fruitful insights to 

guide conceptual reiterations.  

 
Thirdly, we argue that the theory of fields limits social skill only to its capacity to 

fashion settlements and forge winning coalitions. However, our empirical 

evidence points to the relevance of frame management for achieving systemic 

change. Based on this contribution to the theory, we suggest that more research 

is needed to scrutinize this concept in order to provide more depth to the theory 

of fields. 
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Appendix 2 – Initial field exploration 

 
The table below offers a summary list of the exploratory activities we engaged in 

to get an initial understanding of the circular economy momentum. 

 

Date Activity Location Description 

June 2017 Attended the 

World 

Circular 

Economy 

Conference 

Helsinki, 

Finland 

An event presenting some of the 

world's best circular economy 

solutions and gathering the most 

recognized experts and decision 

makers in the field -  1,500 key 

people from more than 100 

countries 

June 2017 Attended 

Made in Space 

Copenhagen, 

Denmark 

Conference with Circular 

Societies as one of the main 

themes including: 1) a workshop 

on Circular Systems Design with 

Leyla Acemoglu, whose work 

seeks to find new narratives 

about sustainability and the way 

design, architecture and 

technology can help rapidly 

pave the way towards a circular 

economy; 2) Circular Societies 

talk on eco-villages and future of 

circular living 

June - 

December 

2017 

Organizing 

and attending 

the course 

“Designing 

Copenhagen, 

Denmark 

The researcher designed and 

attended an independent study 

course which included several 

expert talks and site visits to 
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Date Activity Location Description 

Circular 

Societies” 

various practitioners in 

Copenhagen and surroundings 

December 

2017 

Interviewed 

Lars 

Zimmermann, 

founder of 

OSCE Days 

Berlin, 

Germany 

OSCE is a global open project 

and community focusing on the 

development and use of open 

source solutions and 

methodologies to create a shift to 

a global sustainable circular 

economy 

November 

2017 

 

December 

2017 

Visited 

The Plant 

 

Interviewed 

Managing 

Director 

Jonathan 

Pereira 

Chicago, IL, 

USA 

A non-profit organization 

established in 2014 hosting a 

food production space designed 

to be a net-zero, closed loop 

system in Chicago's Back of the 

Yards 

 

January 

2017 

CRCLR 

House 

Berlin, 

Germany 

A center for circular economy 

practices established in 2016 as 

Berlin’s first circular economy 

hub, inviting like-minded 

individuals and institutions to 

meet, exchange ideas and 

collaborate around circular 

economy projects 
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Appendix 3 – Interview guides 

 

 
 

Interview with Alexandre Lemille 
March 13, 2018 
 
 
Starting with CE 1.0 

● Who do you think (groups or individuals) currently dominate the conversation 

around circular economy? What are, in your view the main stakeholder networks 
that shape the CE agenda, policy etc? 

● What are these groups’ primary concern and reason for pushing for a CE? 
● Why is it that circular economy neglects the social dimension? 

 
CE 2.0 
 

● Why does CE need to incorporate the social aspect? 
● By including all three aspects equally, how do you differentiate CE from a 

holistic understanding of sustainability? 

- Bottom line full stop 
● What is needed to mobilize this CE 2.0? (Actions, channels and resources?) What 

are the main hurdles? 
 
Relationship to the field: 

● How would you define your own role in promoting / advocating / implementing 

the Circular economy?  

● Which of your strategies have worked best so far?  

● What is your involvement in the field beyond the thought leadership pieces? 
○ Have you seen any significant developments in the field towards a 2.0 

influenced by your work? 
● What is the reaction you usually get from established actors? Are there any 

counter arguments for your view on CE?  
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Interview with Alice CRCLR 
March 16, 2018 
 
 
 
CRCLR 
 

● What is the philosophy behind CRCLR? (why do you do what you do) 

○ Have you had any sources of inspiration for creating the Circular House? 
(how did you arrive at your philosophy) 

● How is this philosophy similar or different than existing notions of CE? 

● How do you see the role of CRCLR within the larger circular economy world? 

○ What is the overall aim for the House? (communication vs implementation? ) 
○ What kind of audience is CRLCR addressing? 

 
 
OTHER PLAYERS (environment/context) 
 

● Who do you think (groups or individuals) currently dominate the conversation 

around circular economy? What are, in your view the main stakeholder networks 
that shape the CE agenda, policy etc? 

● What are these groups’ primary concern and reason for pushing for a CE? 
● Why is it that circular economy neglects the social dimension? 

 
 
SOCIAL 
 

● Why do you think it’s important to include the social dimension through your works? 
(Why social housing? Why open learning space?) 

 
● do you differentiate CE from Sustainability (if so how? Is social incorporated into your 

definition of CE in general or just in the implementation of CRCLR?)  


