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Background: The Circular Economy model came as an alternative to the linear “use and 

dispose” production system. It argues to promote an economic order that can address the waste 

of aftermarket goods and a more efficient use of resources and raw materials. It further 

promises economic gains from a more efficient resource management and extended use of 

products lifecycle, in conjunction with new employment opportunities that arise as a result of 

new business models and industrial processes. Whilst the Circular Economy is surely a 

departure from traditional economic systems, there has been not enough debate on the full 

impacts as well as possible unintended consequences of its implementation. 

  

Purpose: The purpose is to examine the Circular Economy adoption approach in the 

Jönköping county in Sweden and how this approach contributes to sustainability improvement. 

  

Method: This is an exploratory research which is based on a qualitative design with an 

inductive approach and interpretive paradigm. The research follows a case study of a pilot 

project to help SMEs in Jönköping county - Sweden, to implement Circular Economy. The 

primary data is collected through semi-structured interviews with the project coordinators. 

  

Conclusion: The Circular Economy Project in Jönköping takes into consideration all three 

resource loops on their implementation of CE based on Bocken et al (2016) resource loops. 

Embedding all three loops in the implementation of CE is a comprehensive and advanced form 

of circularity. Combined with the project high-level of sustainability awareness and their effort 

to integrate the social aspect into their Circular Economy, this research has placed the 

sustainability profile of the Project at the third level of the corporate sustainability stages 

presented by Landrum (2018), which is systemic sustainability. 
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1. Introduction 

 

This section will open with a short background on our industrial system’s impact on the 

environment. It will then introduce the topic of Circular Economy, as well as the project being 

conducted on this topic in Jönköping county. This will be followed by a section outlining the 

problem discussion and will conclude by defining the purpose of this research, research 

questions and Delimitation of this study. 

 

1.1 Background                                  

The Anthropocene is defined as a new geological epoch characterized by the central role that 

human activity plays in shaping Earth System functions and ecology. It suggests that human 

activity is largely responsible for the exit of the past geological period – Holocene – and that 

humankind became a geological force on its own (Steffen et al., 2011). It is the scientific 

concept used in analyzing issues of climate change, biodiversity loss, ocean acidification, and 

others that are key for human prosperity (see Rockström et al., 2009). The role of our industrial 

production in this matter is unavoidable. The start date of the Anthropocene is debated to be 

mainly between around 1800s, with the onset of industrialization (Steffen, Crutzen and 

McNeill, 2007; Steffen et al., 2011), or around 1950s with the so-called ‘Great Acceleration’, 

where a sharp growth in the use of resources, consumption and production began (Steffen et 

al., 2015b). 

The Great Acceleration was characterized by a linear industrial system of “take, make and 

dispose” and fossil-fuel based, which led to severe consequences to the ecological and social 

systems, which can no longer be sustained (Steffen et al., 2015a). However, this approach 

essentially remains as the characteristics of businesses and industries today, where its 

maintenance is referred to as “business-as-usual”. Business-as-usual, on its hand, has been 

defined as the current economic paradigm whereby firms pursue typical economic concerns of 

increasing growth, production and consumption, leading to externalities to society and the 

environment that includes exploitive use of resources, and excessive waste and emissions 

(Dyllick and Muff, 2016; Landrum, 2018). Thus, perpetuating the industrial and economic 

approaches that contribute to abrupt environmental changes that led to the onset of the 

Anthropocene. 
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Several approaches attempted to deal with this issue by addressing the way in which humans 

relate to natural resources, such as Industrial Ecology, Systems Thinking, and Biomimicry. 

This study will look at one specific attempt, Circular Economy. The Circular Economy comes 

as a new approach to industrial and corporate management that aims to departure from the 

traditional business-as-usual system in addressing the waste from our industrial production. 

The European Commission defines Circular Economy (CE) as a model whereby waste and 

resource use are minimized. When products reach their end of life, resources are kept in the 

economy for as long as possible, to be used again and again to create further value (European 

Commission, 2015), thus attempting to address the corporate externalities that contributed to 

the Great Acceleration. 

The Circular Economy topic has been gaining momentum in the past years and several 

governments around the world currently view CE as an opportunity to reshape their industrial 

sectors, for instance China, and the European Union (Korhonen, Honkasalo, Seppälä 2018). In 

Sweden, one of the efforts to advance the topic of CE is the project currently happening in 

Jönköping County. The project is conducted by CSR Småland and funded by the Swedish 

Agency for Economic and Regional Growth (Tillväxtverket) and the County of Jönköping, in 

collaboration with the Research Institutes of Sweden (RISE), Jönköping International Business 

School (JIBS) and several other experts on the field of Circular Economy. The project aims to 

help 16 different SMEs from the Jönköping county to gain a deeper understanding regarding 

the circular economy. The main goals of the Project are: to develop an individual action plan 

for each company and to develop a general standard model for SMEs that are wishing to 

transform their business models to circularity.  

1.2 Problem Discussion 

Firms are increasingly adopting sustainability management practices and more and more 

corporations claim to manage sustainably (Dyllick and Muff, 2016; Landrum, 2018). However, 

in spite of an increase in corporate adoption of sustainability management, global carbon 

dioxide emissions from industry and energy increased in 2017 and global greenhouse gas 

emissions show no sign of peaking (United Nations Environment Program (UNEP), 2018). 

Further on, the planetary boundaries, which previously reported three environmental limits 

crossed due to Anthropogenic pressure (Rockström et al., 2009), now reveal that four of those 

boundaries have been crossed in its latest reassessment (Steffen et al., 2015a). 
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Indeed, Dyllick and Muff (2016) have coined the term ‘big disconnect’ to refer to the observed 

increase in adoption of corporate sustainability practices that do not reflect in studies 

monitoring the state of the planet. That is, a discrepancy between micro-level progress and 

macro-level deterioration. Therefore, it is critical that sustainability practices implemented by 

organizations start to reflect potential improvements on the overall impact of humanity on 

Earth.    

The process of CE concept development is currently happening in Europe, which reflect in the 

fact that majority of literature published comes in the form of scope documents and initiatives 

from governments and institutions (Kalmykova, Sadagopan and Rosado, 2018). The Circular 

economy model, whilst still in its infancy, is vague and underdeveloped, largely as a result of 

an absence of a commonly accepted definition for CE, as well as an absence of criteria for 

classifying the cases as CE. Korhonen et. al (2018) noted that CE has been largely constructed 

and led by practitioners: policymakers, businesses and business foundations e.g., and thus lack 

scientific ground. This resulted in a vast number of definitions, strategies and diverging 

approaches when implementing and addressing CE (Y. Kalmykova et al., 2018).   

In this sense, under the CE umbrella, different definitions (with different goals) and strategies 

for reshaping our industrial and corporate sectors could potentially lead to different 

environmental outcomes. Additionally, to this date, no analysis of the available CE 

implementation strategy and the CE implementation experience have been developed, which 

can largely hamper its implementation and put investments in this transition at risk (Y. 

Kalmykova et al., 2018). This threatens the ability of CE to achieve what it claims to be within 

our collective reach, to instead be driven as a form of corporate sustainability that is inherently 

disconnected with the macro-needs of sustainable development, as pointed by Dyllick and Muff 

(2016). 

1.3 Purpose 

Therefore, this study is an exploratory research with the purpose of describing the type of 

circular economy that is being currently implemented in the CE project in Jönköping. Based 

on the findings and past literature, this paper will evaluate the level of corporate sustainability 

that this project reaches where it currently stands. More specifically, it will do so by answering 

the following questions: 
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❖ How does the Circular Economy Project in Jönköping conceptualize Circular 

Economy?  

❖ How does this conceptualization contribute to sustainability? 

 

1.4 Delimitation 

This research does not aim or claim to present a final judgment regarding the sustainability 

profile of the various levels of Circular Economy, rather it aims to provide a deeper 

understanding of the approach to Circular Economy that is being implemented in Jönköping 

county - Sweden and how may this implementation contribute to the improvement of the 

sustainability profile of the enterprises involved. 

Since there are several approaches to implement and define the Circular economy as well as 

various approaches to evaluate the sustainability profile of a certain entity, an important factor 

should be taken into consideration that this research follows the understanding of the circular 

economy that has been presented by Nancy Bocken, et al 2016 which address the circular 

economy from the perspective of the three resource loops. While the sustainability assessment 

framework follows the Stages of Corporate Sustainability model that has been presented by 

Nancy Landrum 2018. 

2. Frame of Reference 

 

This section will outline the background that led to the concept and emergence of Circular 

Economy. This will be followed by a review of different approaches to CE and theories to 

understand the impact of different implementation approaches. It will conclude with a review 

on the sustainability literature that will be used to interpret the findings. 

 

2.1 Literature search  

The literature research was performed using Primo (JU Library), Google and Google Scholar. 

It was divided in two sections, circular economy and sustainability. For the former, a 

bibliometric analysis based on citation rate was conducted by means of the words “circular 

economy” and “circular economy implementation”. The latter was performed through a 

bibliometric analysis and snowballing technique. A final research was conducted using the 

terms “circular economy and sustainability”. This resulted in the collection of academic and 

non-academic documents (policy reports and NGOs) to a total of 28 articles. Due to the Chinese 
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government’s early adoption of CE, much of the literature was related to the Chinese 

experience with little relevance to this study. A decision has been made to exclude any 

document containing the word “China” in the title leading to a final total of 20 papers reviewed 

bellow (appendix 1). 

2.2 The Circular Economy origins 

The origins of the term Circular economy itself is debated (Murray et al., 2017), however it 

can be mainly traced back to works within environmental and ecological economics, as well as 

Industrial ecology, IE. Several authors, including (Ghisellini et al., 2016), (Murray et al., 2017), 

and (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017) attribute the introduction of the concept of Circular Economy 

to the environmental economists Pearce and Turner (1989) who described how natural 

resources influence the economy by providing inputs for the production and consumption, as 

well serving as a sink for outputs in the form of waste (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). They have 

described the shift from a traditional linear economic system to a closed-ended system as a 

consequence of the entropy law – or the second law of thermodynamics – which dictates matter 

and energy dissipation (Ghisellini et al., 2016). 

Stahel and Reday (1976) have also contributed by first referring to a closed-loop economy 

(Murray et al., 2017) to describe industrial strategies for waste prevention, regional job 

creation, resource efficiency, and dematerialization of the industrial economy. However, both 

the works of Stahel and Reday (1976) and Pearce and Turner (1989) are rooted in the previous 

study of the ecological economist Kenneth Boulding (1966) which describes the earth as a 

closed and circular system with limited assimilative capacity, and inferred from this that the 

economy and the environment should coexist in equilibrium (Ghisellini et al., 2016; 

Geissdoerfer et al., 2017; Murray et al., 2017). 

Finally, Industrial Ecology has been argued to be the largest sustainable economics movement 

that served as a bedrock concept for the emergence of the Circular Economy idea. IE viewed 

industrial production as a much more complex and interdependent system, rather than simply 

a set of independent inputs and outputs (Murray et al., 2017).  The IE emerged as a counter 

perspective to the dominant view that environmental impacts of industrial systems should be 

analyzed by keeping separate the source of impact – industrial systems –, and the receptor – 

the environment (Ghisellini et al., 2016). The Industrial ecology contributed to promote a better 

conservation of raw materials, as well as integrating waste management into energy and 
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material source for industrial production, which strongly informs the Circular Economy 

concept (Ghisellini et al., 2016). 

The Circular Economy as a concept today largely emerged from legislation informed by those 

school of sustainable thought seen above (Murray et al., 2017). CE is currently promoted by 

several governments and institutions worldwide. It is viewed by businesses and foundations - 

most notably Ellen MacArthur - as an approach to economic growth that is in line with 

sustainable development (Korhonen et al., 2018). The European Commission defines Circular 

Economy as a model whereby waste and resource use are minimized. When products reach 

their end of life, resources are kept in the economy for as long as possible, to be used again and 

again to create further value (European Commission, 2015). 

Whilst still in its infancy, the Circular Economy was brought as an alternative approach to the 

traditional linear production system of “take, make, and dispose” (Ghisellini et al., 2016) with 

its objective of decoupling economic growth from environmental pressures. The CE pledges to 

reduce environmental impact and maximize resource efficiency through circular flows 

(Moreau, Sahakian, Griethuysen, Vuille 2017). In this sense, products and processes are 

redesigned to maximize resource value, thus promoting their suited use in a greener economy 

shaped by new business models and extended employment opportunities (Ghisellini, et.al, 

2016). As described by the Ellen MacArthur foundation (2015), CE aims to keep products, 

components and materials at their highest utility and value at all times, which would enhance 

natural capital and resource yields. 

2.3 The Circular Economy Implementation 

When reviewing the concept of CE, Y. Kalmykova et al. (2018) put forth that the model has 

appropriated concepts from several different environmental and engineering fields albeit with 

a clear lack of commonly accepted definition for CE, nor any criteria for analyzing cases as 

being CE. This in turn, hinders its implementation due to being currently populated with 

diverging approaches. Kirchherr et al. (2017) concludes that CE means “different things to 

different people” after outlining 114 essentially different definitions for CE available. 

Kalmykova et al. (2018) further stresses the different ways in which Ellen MacArthur 

Foundation has already defined the term. 

First by defining it as a model where material flows are kept in circulation and only enter the 

biosphere if they are biological nutrients (EMF, 2012). A model that is restorative by intention; 
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aiming at relying on renewable energy; minimizing and eliminating the use of toxic chemicals; 

and eradicating waste through careful design (EMF, 2013). And finally, as an economy that 

provides multiple value creation instruments which are decoupled from finite resource 

consumption; in a circular economy, growth comes within, by increasing the value derived 

from existing economic structures, materials and products (EMF, 2015). 

However, several authors including (Zink and Geyer, 2017) and (Murray et al., 2017) agree 

that a central concept of Circular Economy is the classic Reduce, Reuse, and Recycle, or the 

so called ‘3Rs’. The study by Kirchherr et al. (2017) also resulted in that the majority of the 

114 definitions for CE from scholars and practitioners were an understanding that CE can be 

seen as a general term for the 3Rs. In this sense, Bocken, de Pauw, Bakker, & van der Grinten 

(2016) have developed a framework of resource loops based on different business strategies 

for addressing the Circular Economy which is in line with the 3Rs and could possibly shed 

light in understanding different implementations of CE. They are narrowing, closing, and 

slowing resource loops (appendix 2). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 Illustrative representation of the different flow of resources. (Bocken et al. 2016) 
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Narrowing the loop refers to efficient use of resources by using less inputs to deliver the same 

product. As Bocken et al. (2016) argues, narrowing the loop has been commonly applied in 

linear systems as a form of reducing the cost of inputs, and since it does not imply any 

modification regarding the flow nor the aftermarket use of resources, they do not view this 

strategy as CE on its own, but as a complement to the other two. However, narrowing the loop 

is commonly used as a synonym to eco-efficiency, which permeates many of the definitions of 

Circular Economy that aims to simply reduce the amount of resources put in production 

(Kirchherr et al., 2017).   

Closing the loop refers to connecting the post-use and production of products, resulting in a 

circular flow of resources. This can be achieved through recycling models and industrial 

symbiosis e.g., which is concerned with using the residual outputs from one process as 

feedstock for another (Bocken et al., 2016). However, as Zink and Geyer (2017) argue, the CE 

in this aspect lacks economic understanding as it matters less what happens to a product in its 

end-of-life, but rather if those actions are displacing primary production in the market (as 

recycled goods would compete with virgin ones). There is no inherent belief that recycling e.g. 

would displace production of new goods in the free market system. Rather Valenzuela and 

Böhm (2017) see that the desire for large scale recycling requires the desire for large scale 

wasting in the first place. 

Finally, slowing the loop, strives to maintain products in circulation for as long as possible by 

extending the utilization period of products. This can be achieved through business models that 

increase the durability of products, exploit the residual value of goods, include offering 

product-service-systems, and encourage sufficiency to reduce end-user consumption, for 

instance (Bocken et al., 2016). Stahel (1994) noted that the reuse of goods, by extending the 

utilization period of products, implies a different relationship with time by slowing down the 

flow of resources in the economy (as cited in, Bocken et al., 2016). This is in line with Murray 

et al. (2017) that argues that if CE is to be a viable proposition, it should focus in slowing the 

flux of resources passing through the economy, as means to reduce the human impacts on Earth 

systems.  

Authors have shared concerns on the ability of the Circular Economy model to achieve its 

objectives of decoupling economic growth from resource consumption, especially to what 

relates to strategies of closing and narrowing the loop. Hobson and Lynch (2016) argue that 

strategies of narrowing the loop focus on decreasing the resource intensity of material goods 
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but fails to account for the rise in absolute resource use. At the same time, models to close the 

loop remain consuming resources and generating environmental impacts (Korhonen et. al, 

2018). Therefore, if the scale of the physical economy is not checked with regards to the 

ecological system, the new consumption culture proposed by CE would reinforce the post-

industrial consumption-based capitalist economies of the global north (Hobson and Lynch, 

2016; Korhonen et. al, 2018). 

In this sense, the CE proposes to achieve a more sustainable industrial and corporate activities. 

Its divergent approaches, however, could lead to largely distinct environmental outcomes, as 

well as unintended consequences that in some cases increase overall production, which can 

partially or fully offset the benefits (Zink and Geyer, 2017). This falls into the concern that 

Dyllick and Muff (2016) have stressed of increase adoption of corporate sustainability that has 

not reflected in studies monitoring the state of the planet. Therefore, it is vital that industries 

engage in activities that are to deliver a macro-sense of sustainability improvement. 

2.4 Sustainability 

The modern conceptualization of the term ‘sustainability’ has its origins in forestry. 

Geissdoerfer et al. (2017) shows that von Carlowitz (1713) wrote this concept down based on 

the principle of silviculture where the amount of wood harvested should not exceed the volume 

that grows again. However, the concept’s more recent uptake can be traced to the large 

evidence of increasing global-environmental risks, which include loss of biodiversity, ocean 

acidification, rising sea and temperature levels, alteration of the nitrogen cycle and other 

biogeochemical structures that have been systematically studied since the 1960s (Rockström 

et al., 2009). 

These global-environmental risks have been attributed to the human impact in changing the 

natural environment, especially in what refers to the growth of our traditional industrial system 

(Steffen, Crutzen and McNeill, 2007; Steffen et al., 2011; Steffen et al., 2015b). Geissdoerfer 

et al. (2017) argues that this increase in environmental instability led to a series of international 

discussion from which the Brundtland Report (1987) arose as one of the most prominent 

definitions of sustainable development, defined as: “development that meets the needs of the 

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

(Brundtland, 1987). 
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Brundtland’s (1987) definition of sustainable development has been widely recognized in the 

sustainability field. However, its views refer solely to a macro-societal sustainability 

(Brundtland, 1987). Thus, on an organizational context, and faced with diverging CE 

approaches, this research will use Landrum’s (2018) proposed view of corporate sustainability 

as it is a framework which is in line with the business and industrial role in such challenges. 

Further on, Landrum’s framework is based on different sustainability stages that businesses 

can achieve, which allows to interpret possible different forms of conceptualizing CE based on 

their perceived environmental and social impact. Thus, corporate sustainability is viewed here 

as “an integrated, systemic approach by business that builds, rather than erodes or destroys, 

economic, social, human and natural capital” (Visser, 2011, p. 1; as cited in Landrum, 2018). 

Other corporate sustainability stages have been reviewed (e.g. Maon, Lindgreen and Swaen, 

2010). Nevertheless, Landrum’s spectrum of corporate sustainability is the only model to this 

date that integrates the macro-societal models of sustainability into the micro-corporate stages 

(Landrum, 2018). This incorporates economic models based on natural boundaries that 

recognize limits on growth, production and consumption, and resource usage, which is of 

particular importance to CE and that where absent in other sustainability development stages 

(see Maon et al., 2010; Landrum, 2018). Therefore, offering a potential tool to address the ‘big 

disconnect’ between micro-level progress and macro-level deterioration pointed out by Dyllick 

and Muff (2016).   

Through analyzing a corporation’s understanding of sustainability; its relationship to the 

natural world; its approach to economic growth; and its sustainability concerns, Landrum 

(2018) then proposes five stages where increased sustainability is achieved by moving from 

stage one to five. They are: 

Stage one, compliance, firms operate on a business-as-usual and sustainability actions are taken 

only if legally required. The second, business-centered, sustainability is adopted for the 

business case (image, self-benefit, cost, reputation e.g.) to increase strategic competitiveness 

and the objective would be “to do less bad”. The third stage, systemic, adopts an external view 

of sustainability and incorporates its three realms (environmental, economic, and social), where 

the objective is to “do more good”. Stage four, regenerative, looks beyond growth and 

consumption, integrating environmental and ecological science and adopting practices to repair 

the damages of the industrial-consumer economy. Finally, stage five, coevolutionary, moves 

beyond restoration of damage and avoids “managing” the human-nature relationship towards 
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a relationship of harmony and balance. For more information regarding the sustainability stages 

(Figure 2). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2  Stages of Corporate Sustainability (Landrum 2018) 
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3. Methodology and Method 
 

This section will outline the methodology of this research. The first part will present the 

research philosophy, research approach, and research design. The second part will introduce 

how the data was selected, collected, and analysed. The last part of the section will cover the 

trustworthiness, and end with the research ethics of this research.  

 

3.1 Research Philosophy 

This overarching term relates to the development of knowledge and the nature of that 

knowledge (Saunders et al., 2009). The research philosophy addresses the author’s perspectives 

and beliefs about the underpinning phenomena and the world to develop a research paradigm 

(Collis & Hussey, 2014). A research paradigm is a framework that guides how research should 

be conducted, based on people’s philosophies and their assumptions about the world and the 

nature of knowledge (Collis & Hussey, 2014). According to Collis & Hussey, (2014), there are 

two main paradigms Positivism and interpretivism. Positivism is a research paradigm that is 

mostly built upon realism philosophy i.e., including the assumption of singularity and 

objectivity, and involving a deductive perspective to offer explanatory theories regarding the 

subject of study (Collis & Hussey, 2014). While interpretivism which incorporates subjectivity 

as a critical element throughout the research process as well as involving an inductive 

perspective to offer interpretative understanding of the subject of study (Collis & Hussey, 

2014). 

To answer this research questions, this research will be following an interpretive paradigm. As 

this research addresses a complex issue shaped by the understanding and interpretations of the 

used concepts by the participants and could not be understood by gathering and analyzing 

objective data. Thus, the choice of following interpretivism rather than positivism. Bhaskar 

(1989) argues that we will only be able to understand what is going on in the social world if 

we understand the social structures that have given rise to the phenomena that we are trying to 

understand (Saunders et al., 2016). Interpretivists adapt a relativist ontology in which a single 

phenomenon may have multiple interpretations rather than a truth that can be determined by a 

process of measurement (Pham, 2018). The questions become broad and general so that the 

participants can construct the meaning of a situation, typically forged in discussions or 

interactions with other persons. The more open-ended the questioning, the better, as the 

researcher listens carefully to what people say or do in their life settings (Creswell, 2014). 
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3.2 Research nature 

If we are classifying research according to its purpose, we can describe it as being exploratory, 

descriptive, analytical or predictive (Collis & Hussey, 2014). Exploratory research is conducted 

into a research problem or issue when there are very few or no earlier studies to which we can 

refer for information about the issue or problem. The aim of this type of study is to look for 

patterns and ideas and develop rather than test a hypothesis (Collis & Hussey, 2014). This 

research will be following an exploratory research design. Due to the unstructured nature of 

the problem and the open-ended focus of the research which aim to gain a deeper understanding 

of the topic. As exploratory research is particularly useful if you wish to clarify your 

understanding of an issue, problem or phenomenon, such as if you are unsure of its precise 

nature (Saunders et al., 2016).  

3.3 Research Approach 

The three major research approaches are called deductive, inductive, and abductive (Saunders 

et al., 2016). These approaches differ in terms of the structure of the reasoning between testing 

data with existing theory or building theory from collected data (Collis & Hussey, 2014).On 

one hand, deductive research describes a study in which a conceptual and theoretical structure 

is developed which is then tested by empirical observation; thus, particular instances are 

deduced from general inferences (Collis & Hussey, 2014). On the other hand, inductive 

research describes a study in which theory is developed from the observation of empirical 

reality; thus, general inferences are induced from particular instances (Collis & Hussey, 2014). 

While the abductive research is a mix between the two methods, where the researchers in an 

abductive approach move back and forth, between theory and data (Saunders et al., 2016). 

Consequently, the inductive approach is the chosen approach for this research as it is in line 

with our research philosophy and the exploratory nature of this research. As it corresponds with 

our way of collecting data, which is based on interviews, as well as our way of reasoning as 

we are starting from observations towards an inference. 

3.4 Research design 

The two major and most popular forms of research are qualitative methodology, which is 

grounded on interpretivist paradigm and quantitative methodology, which is grounded on 

positivist paradigm. Quantitative methodology is concerned with attempts to quantify social 

phenomena and collect and analyze numerical data and focus on the links among a smaller 

number of attributes across many cases. Qualitative methodology, on the other hand, is more 
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concerned with understanding the meaning of social phenomena and focus on links among a 

larger number of attributes across relatively few cases (Antwi & Hamza, 2015). 

An obvious basic distinction between qualitative and quantitative research is the form of data 

collection, analysis and presentation.  While quantitative research presents statistical results 

represented by numerical or statistical data, qualitative research presents data as descriptive 

narration with words and attempts to understand phenomena in “natural settings” (Antwi & 

Hamza, 2015). This means that qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, 

attempting to make sense of, or to interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring 

to them (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000).  

  

Thereby this research follows a qualitative design as the researchers hope to collect trustworthy 

data from participants regarding perceptions on the subjects of Circular economy and 

sustainability. Using semi-structured interviews as the main data collection method. 

3.5 Research strategy 

According to Collis and Hussey (2014), There are several methodologies associated with 

interpretivism which are respectively: Hermeneutics, Ethnography, Participative inquiry, 

Action research, Case studies, and Grounded theory. As well as that each of these strategies 

can be used for exploratory research (Collis and Hussey 2014). 

Building theory from case studies is a research strategy that involves using one or more cases 

to create theoretical constructs, propositions and/or midrange theory from case-based, 

empirical evidence (Eisenhardt, 1989b). This research is built on a case study as Collis and 

Hussey (2014) defined it as a methodology that is used to explore a single phenomenon (the 

case) in a natural setting using a variety of methods to obtain in-depth knowledge. Case study 

can be seen to satisfy the three tenets of the qualitative method: describing, understanding, and 

explaining (Tellis, 1997). Saunders et al (2009) stated that Yin (2003) also highlights the 

importance of context, adding that, within a case study, the boundaries between the 

phenomenon being studied and the context within which it is being studied are not clearly 

evident. A case study helps to explain both the process and outcome of a phenomenon through 

complete observation, reconstruction and analysis of the case under investigation (Tellis, 1997 

as cited in Zainal, 2007). In general, case studies are the preferred strategy when "how" or 

"why" questions are being posed, when the investigator has little control over events, and when 

the focus is on a contemporary phenomenon within some real-life context (Yin, 1994). 
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3.6 Case Design & Selection 

Case studies can be single or multiple-case designs, where a multiple design must follow a 

replication rather than sampling logic. When no other cases are available for replication, the 

researcher is limited to single-case designs (Tellis 1997). Tellis also stated that Yin (1994) 

pointed out that generalization of results, from either single or multiple designs, is made to 

theory and not to populations. 

This research is built on a single case study following a project run by CSR Småland in 

Jönköping county in collaborations with the Research Institutes of Sweden (RISE), Jönköping 

international business school (JIBS) and several independent experts on the topic of circular 

economy. The project aims to help 16 different SMEs from the Jönköping county to gain a 

deeper understanding regarding the circular economy and develop an individual action plan for 

each company to transfer their business model to circularity. Another objective of this project 

is to develop a general standard model for SMEs that are wishing to transform their business 

model to circularity. For more information regarding the project check (appendix 3). 

The researchers will be following the experts working on this project in an effort to gain a 

deeper understanding of how to implement the circular economy and the role of circular 

economy in achieving several sustainable development milestones. The choice of a case study 

rather than interview-based research is for the added value of the real-life context that a case 

study can provide. 

A frequent criticism of case study methodology is that its dependence on a single case renders 

it incapable of providing a generalizing conclusion (Tellis 1997). Yin (1993) presented 

Giddens' view that considered case methodology "microscopic" because it "lacked a sufficient 

number" of cases. Hamel (Hamel et al., 1993) and Yin (1994) forcefully argued that the relative 

size of the sample whether 2, 10, or 100 cases are used, does not transform a multiple case into 

a macroscopic study. The goal of the study should establish the parameters, and then should be 

applied to all research. In this way, even a single case could be considered acceptable, provided 

it met the established objective (as cited in Tellis 1997). 

In the end, as Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007) noted that single cases can enable the creation 

of more complicated theories than multiple cases, because single-case researchers can fit their 

theory exactly to the many details of a particular case. In contrast, multiple-case researchers 

retain only the relationships that are replicated across most or all of the cases. Since there are 
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typically fewer of these relationships than there are details in a richly observed single case, the 

resulting theory is often more parsimonious (and also more robust and generalizable). 

3.7 Data collection 

According to Collis & Hussey (2014) there are two types of data, primary and secondary data. 

Primary data are research data generated from an original source, such as your own 

experiments, questionnaire survey, interviews or focus groups, whereas secondary data are 

research data collected from an existing source, such as publications, databases or internal 

records, and may be available in hard copy form or on the Internet (Collis & Hussey, 2014). 

This research depends on both types of data, primary and secondary data.  

❖ Primary data 

The primary data that has been collected for this research was split into two parts, the 

first part is a collection of interviews the researchers have conducted with the experts 

working on the circular economy project. The second part comes from the observations 

that the researchers made while attending the seminars and workshops of the circular 

economy project which are intended for the companies that are participating in the 

project. 

 

❖ Secondary data 

The secondary data that has been collected for this research consists of internal 

documents and assessment sheets from the CE project (appendix 4) as well as peer-

review articles, textbooks, and information from various relevant websites. This data 

was mainly used to construct the theoretical framework and the literature review which 

this thesis builds upon. Details regarding the techniques and the strategy that has been 

used to collect this data have been illustrated earlier under the section titled “Frame of 

Reference”. 

 

3.8 Observation 

The observations done for this research comes with a secondary value, as the main idea of these 

observations is to monitor the experts during their seminars and workshops on the circular 

economy. In an effort to gain a deeper understanding on these experts point-of-views regarding 

the circular economy and the different paradigms of sustainability to assist the researchers in 

their interviews.  
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These observations were carried as a non-participant observation, as Collis & Hussey (2014) 

define it, a non-participant observation is where the researcher observes and records what 

people say or do without being involved. The choice to use a non-participant observation 

approach is to ensure that the researchers will not influence the subjects that were observed 

either through their own personal opinion or their unconscious biases. 

3.9 Interview Design 

Interviews are a method for collecting data in which selected participants (the interviewees) 

are asked questions to find out what they do, think or feel. Verbal or visual prompts may be 

required. Under an interpretivist paradigm, interviews are concerned with exploring ‘data on 

understandings, opinions, what people remember doing, attitudes, feelings and the like, that 

people have in common’ (Arksey and Knight, 1999, p. 2) and will be unstructured or semi-

structured (Collis & Hussey, 2014). 

This research depends on semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions. This 

interview design helps the researchers to gather valuable data while accommodating the 

research interpretive paradigm as suggested by Collis & Hussey (2014). In a semi-structured 

interview, the researcher prepares some questions to encourage the interviewee to talk about 

the main topics of interest and develops other questions during the course of the interview. The 

order in which the questions are asked is flexible and the researcher may not need to ask all the 

pre-prepared questions because the interviewee may have provided the relevant information 

when answering another question (Collis & Hussey, 2014). An open question is designed to 

encourage the interviewee to provide an extensive and developmental answer and may be used 

to reveal attitudes or obtain facts (Grummitt 1980 as cited in Saunders et al 2009). Probing 

questions were asked when needed in an effort to gain more clarity or more in-depth answers. 

Probes are questions you ask in response to what the interviewee has said. They are asked so 

that you can gain a greater understanding of the issue under study (Collis & Hussey, 2014). 

All interviews were recorded as one of the means to control bias and to produce reliable data 

for analysis as suggested by Saunders et al (2009). All interviews were conducted face-to-face 

with the exception of one interview due to geographic limitation, which helps the researchers 

to pick up on non-verbal cues and establish a more reliable relationship with the interviewee. 

For the key questions of the interviews, please check (Appendix 5) 
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3.10 Interview selection 

Initially, the researchers intended to interview all the experts involved in this project. However, 

during the initial scheduling of interviews, it turned out that one of the experts working on this 

project will be involved in this thesis evaluation. So, in an effort to avoid ethical ambiguity, a 

decision has been made to exclude this expert from the interview list. Albeit this will not affect 

the overall quality of the data collected, as the researchers managed to obtain an interview with 

another expert who's working on the same topic as the excluded expert, as well as working on 

the project that is the subject of this case study (The circular economy project). 

 

3.11 List of Interviews 
 

No. Name Occupation 

  

Company or 

Organization 

Duration 

and Channel 

More Information  

1 Anna Carendi Sustainability 

consultant 

Diya Consulting 

AB 

59 Minutes 

Face-to-face 

http://www.diya.se/  

2 Mariana 

Morosanu 

Board chairman The Circular 

Centre 

41 Minutes 

Face-to-face 

https://circularcentre.se/  

3 Per Sommarin Senior project leader RISE 53 Minutes 

Face-to-face 

https://www.ri.se/en/per-sommarin  

4 Patrik 

Sundberg 

Sustainability 

consultant 

Sundberg 

Sustainability AB 

46 Minutes 

Face-to-face 

https://adlignum.se/  

5 Jenny 

Jakobsson 

Sustainability 

consultant 

Adlignum 49 Minutes 

Face-to-face 

https://adlignum.se/om-oss/ 

6 Leona 

Achtenhagen 

Professor of 

Business 

Administration 

JIBS 51 Minutes 

Face-to-face 

https://ju.se/personinfo.html?sign=acle  

7 Emma Dalväg Sustainability 

consultant 

Coest 58 Minutes 

Phone call 

https://emmadalvag.se/  

 

3.12 Data Analysis 

According to Saunders et al (2016), there are several methods to conduct data analysis such as 

thematic analysis, template analysis, grounded theory method, discourse analysis, content 

analysis, and narrative analysis. However, due to the qualitative nature of the data collected for 

this research and the interpretive philosophy that the authors follow, a decision has been made 

to follow a thematic analysis approach as the thematic analysis accommodates best all the 

methodological approaches in this research. The purpose of thematic analysis is to seek for 

patterns and themes that occur during data set and this approach is an approachable and 

adaptable approach that also provides a systematic analysis of qualitative data (Saunders et al., 

2016). 

http://www.diya.se/
https://circularcentre.se/
https://www.ri.se/en/per-sommarin
https://adlignum.se/
https://adlignum.se/om-oss/
https://ju.se/personinfo.html?sign=acle
https://emmadalvag.se/
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Thematic analysis is a method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) 

within data. It minimally organizes and describes your data set in (rich) detail (Braun & Clarke, 

2006). However, it also often goes further than this, and interprets various aspects of the 

research topic (Boyatzis, 1998). Thematic Analysis provides accessible and systematic 

procedures for generating codes and themes from qualitative data (Clarke & Braun 2017). 

Codes are the smallest units of analysis that capture interesting features of the data (potentially) 

relevant to the research question (Clarke & Braun 2017). Codes are the building blocks for 

themes, (larger) patterns of meaning, underpinned by a central organizing concept - a shared 

core idea. Themes provide a framework for organizing and reporting the researcher’s analytic 

observations (Clarke & Braun 2017).   

There are many different approaches to perform a theoretical analysis, however this research 

will be following the framework presented by Clark & Braun 2006 which consists of six 

phases: (appendix 6) 

1. Familiarizing yourself with your data 

2. Generating initial codes 

3. Searching for themes 

4. Reviewing themes 

5. Defining and naming themes 

6. Producing the report 

In the authors' efforts to improve the credibility and reliability of this research the first two 

phases of this analysis have been conducted separately, then being matched together for phase 

3 after been agreed upon. This measure has been taken in an effort to increase the objectivity 

and reduce the influence of the unconscious biases of the authors. Furthermore, to guarantee 

high quality of analysis the authors used the 15-Point checklist of criteria for good thematic 

analysis by Clark & Braun (2006) (Appendix 7). 

3.13 Trustworthiness 

The trustworthiness of qualitative research generally is often questioned by positivists, perhaps 

because their concepts of validity and reliability cannot be addressed in the same way in 

naturalistic work (Shenton 2004). Many naturalistic investigators have attempted to respond 

directly to the issues of validity and reliability in their own qualitative studies. However, 

preferred to use different terminology to distance themselves from the positivist paradigm 

(Shenton 2004). In an effort to establish trustworthiness, this research will follow the criteria 
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established  by  Guba 1981 who proposes four criteria that he believes should be considered 

by qualitative researchers in pursuit of a trustworthy study, which are respectfully credibility 

(in preference to internal validity), transferability (in preference to external 

validity/generalizability), dependability (in preference to reliability), and confirmability (in 

preference to objectivity) (Shenton 2004). 

3.14 Credibility 

Credibility is concerned with whether the research was conducted in such a manner that the 

subject of the inquiry was correctly identified and described (Collis & Hussey, 2014). The 

researchers strived to implement a systematic and rigorous approach throughout this research, 

and this effort was fully transparent through the entire research by clarifying the decision-

making mechanism, highlighting the shortcoming and addressing what is done to overcome 

these shortcomings. In addition, the researchers sought “prolonged engagement” with the 

participants as suggested by Lincoln and Guba 1985. In order both for the former to gain an 

adequate understanding of an organization and to establish a relationship of trust between the 

parties (Shenton 2004). Peer scrutiny of the research project was sought over the duration of 

the research by peers and the academic supervisor of the project. Furthermore, Tactics to help 

ensure honesty in informants will be addressed later on in the section “Ethics and 

confidentiality”. 

3.15 Transferability 

Transferability is concerned with whether the findings can be applied to another situation that 

is sufficiently similar to permit generalization (Collis & Hussey, 2014). Since the findings of a 

qualitative project are specific to a small number of particular environments and individuals, it 

is impossible to demonstrate that the findings and conclusions are applicable to other situations 

and populations (Shenton 2004).  The authors can give suggestions about transferability, but it 

is the reader’s decision whether or not the findings are transferable to another context 

(Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). Also as mentioned earlier in the section "Case Design & 

Selection" generalization of results is made to the theory and not to populations. 

This research follows a pilot program that aims to help SMEs to transfer to circular business 

models. If this program took off and been replicated in other municipality or nationwide with 

the same structure and goals. The authors' belief that the results may be applicable for 

transferability in that sense. 
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3.16 Dependability 

Dependability focuses on whether the research processes are systematic, rigorous and well 

documented (Collis & Hussey, 2014). Lincoln and Guba 1985 stress the close ties between 

credibility and dependability, arguing that, in practice, a demonstration of the former goes some 

distance in ensuring the latter (Shenton 2004).   

In order to address the dependability issue more directly, the processes within the study should 

be reported in detail, thereby enabling a future researcher to repeat the work, if not necessarily 

to gain the same results. Thus, the research design may be viewed as a “prototype model”. Such 

in-depth coverage also allows the reader to assess the extent to which proper research practices 

have been followed (Shenton 2004). This is what the whole section "Methodology and Method" 

in this research aim to achieve. 

3.17 Confirmability 

Confirmability refers to whether the research process has been described fully and it is possible 

to assess whether the findings flow from the data (Collis & Hussey, 2014).  The concept of 

confirmability is the qualitative investigator’s comparable concern to objectivity. Here steps 

must be taken to help ensure as far as possible that the work’s findings are the result of the 

experiences and ideas of the informants, rather than the characteristics and preferences of the 

researcher (Shenton 2004). Once more, a detailed methodological description enables the 

reader to determine how far the data and constructs emerging from it may be accepted (Shenton 

2004). 

The semi-structured interview with the open-ended design of interviews was made in an effort 

to avoid leading or influencing the interviewees. Furthermore, the two authors performed the 

initial data coding separately in an attempt to phase out any conscious or unconscious biases. 

3.18 Ethics and Confidentiality 

Cooper and Schindler (2008:34) define ethics as the ‘norms or standards of behavior that guide 

moral choices about our behavior and our relationships with others’. Research ethics, therefore, 

relates to questions about how we formulate and clarify our research topic, design our research 

and gain access, collect data, process and store our data, analyze data and write up our research 

findings in a moral and responsible way (Saunders et al 2009). This research follows a pure 

deontological approach regarding ethics as the deontological view argues that the ends served 

by the research can never justify the use of research which is unethical (Saunders et al 2009). 
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Consequently, all the interviewee received a full explanation regarding what is the research 

about and been informed that the outcome of This research will be published to the public. 

Furthermore, all the interviewees were informed that participation in this research is completely 

voluntary and that the possibility for anonymous participation is available. However, all the 

interviewee gave consent regarding the publication of this research without holding their 

names. All the interviews were recorded after the consent of the respected participant. In the 

end, this research has no external financial support and the researchers have no conflict of 

interest. 

4. Empirical findings 
 

This section will present the empirical findings that emerged from the conducted interviews 

with the Circular Economy project coordinators, the section will be divided based on themes 

that have emerged from the interviews. 

  

 

4.1 Resource Efficiency 

All of our respondents have stressed the importance of manufacturing products using fewer 

resources, from more sustainable sources. This theme was present in all interviews, as all our 

interviewees highlighted the importance of using a mindfulness production design focusing on 

minimizing the needed resources and phasing out harmful materials. 

 

“Using the resources in the best way to optimize all processes and not wasting anything and 

including people.” Jenny Jakobsson 

 

Despite the acknowledgment of the common wisdom that improving the efficiency of the 

resource use within a company supply chain by itself isn't the same as being circular, the 

reduction in the use of resources have permeated and being included in broader forms of 

defining CE by our respondents such as in:  

 

“CE for me is to take care of resources in a more efficient way than we do nowadays, so is to 

use less resources and better sources or materials and to recycle or repair. To use the 

resources more efficiently.” Anna Carendi 
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For Per Sommarin, resource efficiency is an important cornerstone to implement other forms 

of CE. He views waste as a result of possible imperfect operations; thus, resource efficiency 

would work as a tool to improve in-house operations. This in turn, could be both more 

profitable for businesses and safer to engage in collaborative Circular Economy relationships 

where some operations depend on the waste of other industrial processes. As for Per the 

Circular Economy is one big intertwined system and each of these companies is a cogwheel in 

that system, a weakness in one of these companies may jeopardize the whole circle or demerit 

the circle in its effort to achieve higher sustainability standards. 

 

“I  think the first thing you have to do is to have an efficient processes in your company so 

you don’t have waste for nothing, because if you build a company today and there is another 

company with sand waste [for example] that you could use in yours, you are building 

circular economy around this sand waste, but if this other company develops a certain 

innovation where there is no more sand as a waste in the first place, the circle crashes. So, I 

think you need to be efficient in your company so the waste you deliver in the market is more 

secure for others to take, by defining that you then can’t do anything with that waste... In 

terms of energy, being energy efficient first may lower your costs up to 30%. So, you should 

do that first.” Per Sommarin 

 

4.2 Extending resource value  

Another theme that emerged from the interviews was the importance of extending the value of 

resources. The coordinators of the CE project in Jönköping have also shown the need to 

reinterpret the place of waste in society. For them, extending resource value required 

implementing a holistic approach to the initial product design where the design takes into 

consideration the afterlife cycle of the product. Where the expired material can be reused in a 

way that it does not compromise the integrity of the resources in use. For the interviewees then, 

CE should aim to phase out waste, whilst organizations can reap as much value as possible in 

keeping materials in constant circulation.  

 

“Changing the mindset about waste. From waste to resource.” Jenny Jakobsson 
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“[...] So, I think a circular business has either designed the circulation to add as much value 

as possible the second time it is used, or they have a play in reverse logistic, getting back the 

materials in one way or another.” Emma Dalväg 

 

“How they can use the waste to produce new materials instead of burning it as they do 

today?” Patrik Sundberg 

 

This reinterpretation of the place of waste in society requires innovation, collaboration and 

thinking outside of the box according to the coordinators of the CE project. As they believe 

that we cannot maximize the utilization of resources by depending on traditional linear 

production, rather we need to rethink the whole system with a circular approach in mind. In 

this sense, business and industrial strategies to allow the use of waste as resources were 

emphasized by the participants and are further discussed in our findings.  

 

4.3 Design strategies  

One of the most recurring themes during the interviews was design strategies, as all the 

participants highlighted the importance of design strategies in order to achieve circularity and 

sustainability. The participants mentioned two different aspects of design to be considered: 

product and process design. Furthermore, the participants made a clear distinction between 

designing for a technological cycle and biological cycle. When asked regarding how materials 

are being dealt with in CE, some interviewees responded: 

 

“Circularity is about the technical cycle and the biological cycle two different 

systems.”  Jenny Jakobsson 

 

“In biological nutrients you have to think at the pyramid to cascade the revenue by using it 

several times, down and down and down through the pyramid. With technical nutrients it's 

about designing a material that is long-lasting and good for reuse and recycling, like steel or 

nylon-6 that can be recycled, recycled, recycled over and over again. So, there are these two 

mindsets for those two different types of resources.” Emma Dalväg 

 

They have argued that, designing for technological cycle aims at creating products where the 

components can be continuously recycled into new products. Whereas, designing for biological 



25 

 

cycles aims to develop products from biodegradable materials. As Emma has outlined, 

biological cycles aim at utilizing the products for as long as possible in the economy. Its 

degradation is unavoidable, and its use will be lowered to other purposes in the revenue 

pyramid until they can safely return to the biosphere. However, some of our interviewees 

stressed that not all forms of recycling contribute to the development of Circular Economy. 

Emma gives a further example of that:  

 

“I think that there are a lot of companies that take their waste and recycle it, but they 

probably downcycle it, like if I take a pet bottle, maybe we can say that Coca-Cola is a 

circular company, because in Sweden a big part of Coca-Cola bottles get recycled. I 

wouldn’t call Coca-Cola a circular company, because they don’t take responsibility of the 

circulation, and they don’t take responsibility to make sure that the Coca-Cola bottles 

become as much value as possible. They just follow the standard pet, where a bottle becomes 

another bottle next time, just of lower quality.”  Emma Dalväg 

 

Furthermore, the interviewees have also mentioned the need for creating design strategies that 

take into consideration the possible afterlife paths that a product may take. Depending on a 

design that allows for smooth disassembly and ensures successful recycling, refurbishing, and 

reusing of the product.   

 

“The other thing could be to have a very smart design so when the product is used, and it's 

worn out it can be disassembled in a very very smart way. For example, furniture that maybe 

have a long life, but the fabric worn out earlier. If there is a system for the fabric to be 

changed that could prolong the product life.” Jenny Jakobsson 

 

These designs will allow for the possibility to unbundle material that has a short lifespan from 

material that has a longer lifespan, opening the door for salvaging valuable materials to be 

reused, as some of the interviewees pointed out. 

 

4.4 Collaboration 

When discussing a more suited use for waste, designing for the bio- and technological cycles 

were not the only strategies stressed by the interviewees. The role of collaboration in advancing 

the CE was a key theme where almost all of our respondents acknowledged a vital need for 
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partnerships in creating circular systems of production. In addition to the responses, the 

coordinators of the Project have recurrently emphasized the importance of partnerships during 

their lectures with the SMEs. During one of the workshops, the companies were set in groups 

to discuss the possibility of collaborating with each other to better manage their waste in a 

profitable and resource efficient way. 

 

“The most crucial aspect people and companies must be much better at is not just 

collaborating, but they have to invite their clients, customers, and suppliers to become 

partners in a mutual project of sustainability, so the partnership is the key.” Jenny Jakobsson 

 

The coordinators of the CE project viewed Industrial Symbiosis as a key strategy to advance 

the Circular Economy, which is a business model where the waste of one process is used as 

feedstock for another. They see Industrial Symbiosis, IS, as a way to deal with the waste and 

by-products of manufacturing systems that cannot be avoided through designing products for 

the bio- and technological cycles. In this sense, IS reinterprets the use of waste where the design 

cycles are not enough, as well as it allows multiple linear businesses to cooperate on the pursuit 

of circular flows of resources.   

 

“CE is still emerging, and there are almost no companies taking the circulation all the way. I 

still use the term CE for companies that are on the way to becoming circular, either by 

themselves doing several loops – such as Xerox which is not doing the loops with 100% of the 

materials, but with most of them. And I would also say that when several linear business 

models come together as an industrial symbiosis, they together create a circular system even 

if they don’t have it one by one.” Emma Dalväg 

 

4.5 Durability  

Another common consensus among the participants was that the products in the circular 

economy should be high in quality, where companies focus on utilizing their high-quality assets 

repeatedly rather than depending on pushing a higher volume of products into the market. as 

Emma said: 

 

“So, in a linear economy, the best way in making more money is to sell more products. So, if 

iPhone are going to make more money, they need me to either stop using my phone so I can 
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get a new one or get more people to use iPhones. But in a CE the better my product is 

designed; the more times I can loop it and the more money I will make. So, we’re doing a 

project with Houdini, the clothing company, and as their clothes are really robustly designed, 

we can rent out the same jacket 20 times. Making money out of it 20 times, which would not 

be possible if it was a really shitty quality. But in a linear economy, Houdini would make 

more money if it was a shitty quality, so people went back and bought jackets more often.” 

Emma Dalväg 

 

Designing long-life products is one of the main strategies to achieve this objective by ensuring 

a long utilization period of goods. When asked how products are dealt in CE, most of our 

respondents viewed durability as an important feature, as exemplified below:  

 

“Where you want to get is that you prolong the life span. That you could do either by design 

a product that it lasts a lot longer, or that you allow for it to be restored or recycled, right? 

So those would be the alternatives.” Leona Achtenhagen 

 

Furthermore, the participants pointed out that improving the durability of a product should be 

accompanied by changes in the business models such as adjusting the value proposal, 

delivering channels and customer relationship in order to capitalize on this improvement and 

achieve circularity.  

 

“One thing could be that the lifetime of the product is prolonged tremendously and it can be 

sold many times instead and that the company can take it back after usage or that the product 

can be rented out. Probably the company will earn more money out of that rather than the 

selling.” Anna Carendi 

 

This is also in lined with the authors' observations during the lecture and seminars that have 

been held by the project coordinators, as the coordinators addressed durability in multiple 

occasions giving examples on how durable product can be circular. 
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4.6 Servitization  

Servitization was also one of the most commonly occurring themes both in interviews and 

observations, as all the participants stressed the importance of servitization as a business model 

that allows the companies to maximize the utilization of their products as well as securing a 

recurring revenue stream that can help the companies to achieve economic sustainability as 

well as circularity. 

 

Regarding leasing instead of selling products, the introduction of service loops is an important 

business model to design goods for product life-extension. When asked about the most 

important things that the 16 SMEs should focus on when developing their business plan for 

circular economy, Mariana Morosanu answered:  

 

“Right now, we are letting them to tell us the story about their companies, and we met a 

company, a hotel, that told us ‘we have no products, we only have services’ but actually, we 

see those services as products. So, we want them to come to change their mindsets to realize 

what kind of products and services they have in their own company. So, this is what we’re 

doing right now. And we actually started with study visits where they show us how their 

business looks like. And then we sit down and discuss. We don’t tell them ‘actually, your 

service is a product’. We’re just asking questions and making them realize themselves.” 

Mariana Morosanu 

 

Furthermore, the participants pointed out that adapting servitization requires the company to 

have a fair understanding of what are their products and what needs they serve as well as 

thinking outside the box. 

 

“So, I think I will continue to consume food and the biological nutrients, but I think I will do 

a huge shift towards leasing and using, and I think that it is the easiest for companies to start. 

They will go towards leasing furniture, leasing computers, leasing cars, leasing phones. It 

makes sense from a financial perspective. So, I think it is much more likely for companies to 

be quicker in this transition.” Emma Dalväg 

 

Many participants highlighted the various benefit of servitization for both the consumer and 

the company, as well as the important role of digitalization in utilizing services instead of 
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products. They also stated that these benefits will lead to a wide-scale adoption of product-

service systems. 

 

4.7 The Social aspect  

A common view shared by all respondents is the belief that Circular Economy is not a viable 

concept to address societal problems. Its conceptualization lacks the intention to deal with such 

issues. Its implementation impact on people is seen by the interviewees as a by-product mainly 

related to job creation and an improvement in business operations. In this line, the respondents 

make clear that pursuing CE is not the same as pursuing sustainability. 

  

“When we work with the CE we very seldom talk about the social impact, if you go to those 

114 definitions, I don’t think almost any of them will have anything about the social aspect in 

it. I think that we have to add values to be sure to not create products that are not needed or 

create them with child labor. I think there’s nothing guiding that perspective now. There is 

nothing saying that you can’t produce weapons as circular. You can tick the boxes of circular 

economy and still use child labor. So, I think it is a huge lack within the CE concept. But one 

thing that is interesting is that if my phone lasts for many years, it will have to be through 

services, to be repaired and so on, which require labor. It needs manpower. It is very likely 

that the CE will result in more jobs, quite simple jobs. Jobs that we have decided to take 

away from our societies, so there’s a group of people in Sweden who’s unemployable. So, 

there’s a potential that the CE will create meaningful jobs for people whose far away from 

the labor market.” Emma Dalväg 

 

“Maybe an impact on their health. Maybe there would be less cars in transportation and the 

environment is improved, I think these types of business models would be easier for people to 

live.” Per Sommarin 

 

Due to the shared understanding of the interviewees on the lack of a viable model to address 

social issues within CE, the Project attempts to bridge this gap by including measures and 

actions that directly speak to the social realm. This is a unique aspect about the Project, as they 

stressed the importance of organizations being a force of social betterment in the communities 

they operate. All coordinators, when defining their views on Circular Economy, have included 

the role of people, employees and social values. During the workshops, companies were 
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motivated to brainstorm the impact of their operations on the community they work in, as well 

as questions were asked to them regarding the social impact of their products or services.  

 

“One part of the assessment that we do is to have the social aspect and we would like to 

measure if this plan of action [that the companies involved will implement] is implemented 

taking into consideration the social aspects and the new job that's created as new Circular 

Partners. We would like to measure and calculate the value for the society in numbers for 

doing that, [..] so we would like for each company to be able to calculate the impact of 

involving a Social Enterprise into the business model in a circular system on the society.” 

Jenny Jakobsson 

 

The Project attempts to legitimize the social realm within the concept of CE by introducing the 

term “circular partners”. This in turn stands for the partnership established between a social 

enterprise and an ordinary company. The coordinators explained that a social enterprise would 

use the “waste” of the partner organization as a resource for its operations. Waste in this case 

would not be materials that require advanced technology or processes to be reused, rather 

materials that would be thrown away by a company due to an inability to use it as an input for 

its own process. In this sense, the social enterprises improve the sustainability profile of 

conventional companies, whilst conventional companies provide the means that allows social 

enterprises to prosper and deliver a social good. 

4.8 Sustainability concern  

All the participants expressed a high level of sustainability understanding. On one hand, all the 

participants show a holistic approach to sustainability regarding its different realms: economic, 

social and environmental with a clear understanding of the complexity of the issues and the 

interlinkages among the different realms. On the other hand, the participants show an advanced 

level of sustainability understanding in perspective of intra- and inter-generational equity. 

 

“Sustainability for me includes the social, environmental, and economic aspects” Patrik 

Sundberg 

 

“I always use the definition of the Brundtland report [...] for business the responsibilities of 

the companies to be responsible for both the society, the economy and nature and they should 

look at their own business, what they are doing and not just  giving money to different 
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organizations but looking on what they are producing and selling and how it affects the 

nature, the people and the economy.” Anna Carendi 

 

4.9 Extent of Sustainability  

Another common theme among the participants was the clear distinction between reducing the 

negative impact on the environment and the active participation in creating an overall net 

positive impact. As the participants acknowledged the role of CE in minimizing the negative 

impact of a product lifecycle, however, they stressed the importance of a need of a more 

comprehensive system where the aim is to be actively working on doing more good rather than 

less bad.  

 

“We need to find a way to operate within the system limits, either you use the Brundtland 

definition that we should leave a planet that is good for our children or you use the planetary 

boundaries, that we should stay within the planetary boundaries. I think what it is quite clear, 

but what we say when we’re doing sustainability is very far from that. Doing a little bit less 

bad from doing something extremely bad is very far from something good. And I would say 

that some actors like IKEA, started talking about being regenerative instead of talking about 

sustainability, and that’s of course taking one step further. I’m not just going to minimize the 

bad, I’m going to be a net positive actor, I’m going to contribute to the regeneration of the 

system, but that’s even further away, IKEA has huge footprint, extracting a huge amount of 

resources, so it's still far.” Emma Dalväg 

 

Emma elaborates more on her views explaining that moving a company to the top of the 

sustainability stages where the company has a net positive impact may be the ultimate goal of 

these approaches. Albeit this goal cannot be achieved in the current approach to CE, she 

believes that this is a fundamental step in that direction 

 

“I think that for producing companies, CE will be a huge stepping stone in being more 

sustainable, we’ll probably not make them regenerative, but it’s a huge step for them to 

become more good, and hopefully it will make them see more possibilities, maybe making 

them regenerative in the future.” Emma Dalväg 
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Furthermore, the participants share the belief that companies are liable for the damage that they 

have made in the past. Albeit some of them pointed out that it is extremely hard to prove 

liability in some situation, which hinders the efforts to deal with these damages due to 

continuous blame-shifting among the different stakeholders. With that being said all the 

participants do not believe that CE can solve the past problems, however it can establish the 

basis for a better future. 

 

“CE is a tool to improve the future but will not  fix the past.[...]I think that companies are 

liable for the damage that they did in the past, but it is hard to claim liability for it.[...]I think 

companies have a huge responsibility for what they have done in the past and for not being 

conscious.” Jenny Jakobsson 

 

Finally, the participants' views of sustainability are built on a comprehensive sustainability 

approach. Where the effort of achieving sustainability is not only internally viewed rather being 

addressed in a larger context where the company is one of many actors engaged in a 

collaborative manner with a wide variety of stakeholders to achieve sustainability. 

 

4.10 Consumption 

There was no common consent among the participants regarding how the circular economy 

may affect consumption. On one hand, some of the participants saw an opportunity within the 

circular economy to reduce the overall consumption, while others believe that circularity may 

not be able to address the quantity but may have a positive impact on the quality of that 

consumption. On the other hand, a couple of participants stated that they cannot comment on 

the matter in the current stage of implementation, as in their views, we still lack data in order 

to speculate in that regard and have acknowledged that they would not address this issue on the 

Project.  

 

“I have a big heart for the environment and sustainability, so if I have a really dark day I 

would say the circular economy will create us to consume so much more, because we can 

circulate it, we’ll just be running and consuming, running and consuming. And if I have a 

really good day, I would say no, because CE can really decouple resource use and financial 

growth.” Emma Dalväg 
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“Personally, I would like to [address consumption], but I don’t think it makes sense to tell 

companies to sell less. So, I don’t think that’s the way forward. I think that this is a personal 

choice for consumers to make. I mean the companies at the end of the day are there to sell 

their stuff. Their task would be to see if they are selling good stuff. What would I do to my 

own credibility as a representative tomorrow [at the CE project] if I tell ‘everybody needs to 

consume less’. It’s just not going to work.” Leona Achtenhagen 

 

Some of the participants stated that many of the circular economy strategies such as durability, 

upgradability, warranties, and reparability may have a positive impact on the overall 

consumption. As higher quality products have a lower chance of failure and a longer life span, 

they argued that business models, such as offering services instead of products, could lead to 

an extension of the product’s lifetime and use, potentially reducing the need for further 

consumption.   

 

Furthermore, some participants pointed out that there is a negative correlation between price 

and demand, as price goes up consumption goes down. This leads to a lower consumption rate, 

as in their beliefs, prices in CE will be higher as the quality of production and the product 

would also increase. 

 

“I don't think products will be cheaper in CE, I think it will be more expensive because I also 

hope that from a sustainability perspective that we will actually be able to pay living wages 

and that will encourage less consumption but that may be more like a wish than a reality.” 

Jenny Jakobsson 

 

In the same line, some of the participants believe that implementing the circular economy with 

an embedded social aspect will work as a backstop to lowering prices which in its turn will 

have a positive impact on consumption. As in sustainability-driven decision-making 

mechanism, the priority will be to improve the whole production status rather than competing 

in a price-driven strategy. 

 

“We are not looking for delivering food at lower cost than the other restaurants are doing, 

because we want other people to understand and respect the job that these women are putting 

into making the food. But we are looking for helping businesses around not throw food or 

different types of products. So, we are not selling at lower price.”  Mariana Morosanu 
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5. Analysis 
 

In this section, the empirical findings will be analyzed in relation to the theoretical framework. 

The analysis will be presented first through the three resource loops, then in regard to 

corporate sustainability and end with an overall perspective. 

 

Bocken et al. (2016) have developed a framework for interpreting different Circular Economy 

approaches based on the idea of closed-loop economies first built by Stahel and Reday (1976). 

Bocken et al. (2016) have arrived at three forms of dealing with resources: narrowing, closing 

and slowing resource loops, which are in line with the most common definition for CE as being 

a general understanding to reduce, reuse and recycle materials (Kirchherr et al., 2017). During 

this research, several themes have emerged from the interviews regarding how the coordinators 

of the CE Project in Jönköping view the role of resources, products and waste in a CE 

organization, as well as the different strategies they regard as vital for businesses to pursue 

circularity. These themes will then be interpreted in the light of the literature presented in the 

frame of reference.  

5.1 Narrowing the loop 

Narrowing the loop has also been referred to as ‘resource efficiency’, whereby the objective is 

to use fewer resources to achieve the same purpose. Resource efficiency does not aim at the 

cycling of materials and neither impact the speed of the flow of resources, it solely aims at 

reducing material use associated with the production process (Bocken et al., 2016). This 

material strategy was present in all the interviews conducted; however, it was never presented 

as a description of circularity on its own, rather always concomitant to other approaches. This 

is particularly useful to interpret the importance that the coordinators of the project gave to 

resource efficiency. Moreover, business and industrial strategies to pursue this approach, such 

as eco-efficiency, were never mentioned nor described. Therefore, in spite of being present in 

all participants views, it was never dealt in depth or given any special attention by them, which 

contrasts with their views on other loops.  

At the same time, as seen in the Findings section, Per stressed the importance of an organization 

in becoming efficient as a first step towards higher forms of circularities. Therefore, the 

presence of resource efficiency in the description of CE by our interviewees, and its role in 

supporting the pursuit of further circularity, led the researchers to conclude that the CE project 
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in Jönköping views narrowing the loop as part of the definition of Circular Economy, albeit to 

a lesser extent as the other forms of resource loops.  

5.2 Closing the loop 

Closing the resource loop is concerned with the reuse of materials through recycling. It does 

not impact the speed of the flow of resources through production but leads to a cyclical flow 

by connecting the loop between post-use and production (Bocken et al., 2016). The 

coordinators of the Project have emphasized the importance of collecting and sourcing 

“wasted” materials to turn these into new forms of value, as exemplified by Jenny, Emma and 

Patrick. They reinterpret the use of waste to serve as input for production, thus extending the 

resource value, which is one of the business model strategies for closing the loop of resources.  

In this line, some of the participants went in depth to explain the methods they see fit for 

exploiting the residual value of “waste”. Jenny and Emma have described two resource cycles, 

the technical and the biological ones. The biological design aims to create products that can be 

biodegradable, and the technical design aims to create products that can be continuously 

recycled, which reflect on the design strategies for closing the loop described by Bocken et al. 

(2016) (appendix 2).  

Emma further commented that she does not consider all forms of recycling as CE. This is in 

line with the view that downcycling is not a design for technical cycles as it does not enable a 

cyclical flow of resources for not generating materials of equivalent property to the original 

material (McDonough and Braungart, 2002; as cited in Bocken et al., 2016). Additionally, 

some of the interviewees outlined the importance of separating and disassembling materials to 

allow products to be recycled and enter their respective biological and technical cycles, 

regarded as the design to dis- and reassembly for closing the loop.    

Finally, the majority of the coordinators of the Project view intercompany collaborative 

approaches to be vital for the implementation of Circular Economy. They believe that 

circularity can be achieved when businesses come together as an Industrial Symbiosis. This 

was exemplified by Jenny and Emma. The role of collaborations has a strong weight for the 

coordinators, which led them to introduce the concept of Circular Partners in the project to 

outline the importance of intercompany relationships in dealing with waste to close the loop. 
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Therefore, based on the interviews and on the work-shop observations, the researchers 

conclude that the coordinators of the project include closing the loop on their conceptualization 

of CE. The Project implements all product design strategies and business models outlined by 

Bocken et al. (2016) on this matter (appendix 2). Thus, the Project has a particular focus on 

strategies and methods of Circular Economy related to closing the resource loops.  

 

5.3 Slowing the loop 

The objective of slowing the loop is to extend the utilization period of products in order to slow 

down the flux of resources. It entails a different relationship with time by seeking to keep 

resources in the economy for as long as possible (Bocken et al., 2016). There are different 

business models and product design approaches to pursue this resource loop. The interviewees 

showed a common consensus when majority of them described the need to create products with 

higher durability and quality that allows them to be used for a longer period of time (Jenny, 

Emma, Leona, and Anna).  

The interviewees also had a particular focus on product-service-systems, which relates to 

business models that satisfy user needs without owing physical products, rather providing their 

services. All respondents viewed this as an important step towards CE and have shared their 

active intention in promoting such model to the companies involved in the project (Anna, 

Marianna and Emma). Both durability and product-service-systems are design strategies for 

long-life products and product-life extension for slowing resource loops.  

Encouraging sufficiency, through solutions that actively reduce end-user consumption, is also 

regarded as a business model approach to slowing the resource loop. Consumption on CE had 

no consensus among the coordinators, and as Leona described, they are aware of the issue, 

albeit they do not consider appropriate to address it in the Project as it lacks ground to convince 

companies to sell less, e.g.  

Therefore, due to a high focus on durability and a unanimous view on the importance of selling 

services rather than products as means of pursuing CE, the authors concluded that the project 

strongly includes slowing the loop as part of their conceptualization of CE. However, this 

inclusion is not in its full as business models of encouraging sufficiency were opted out, 

impacting their sustainability performance, which will be discussed further.   
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In this sense, the authors concluded that the Circular Economy Project in Jönköping considers 

the three resource loops on their implementation of CE, with a particular emphasis on closing, 

then slowing and narrowing respectively. Embedding all three loops in the implementation of 

CE is a comprehensive and advanced form of circularity, as the strategies and business models 

considered by the coordinators go beyond the classic 3Rs, and other more superficial CE 

strategies that aim for resource efficiency and recycling (Kirchherr et al., 2017).  

 

5.4 Sustainability  

Based on the authors conclusion on the resource loops considered by the Project, their CE 

implementation will be first analyzed as it is in the light of the corporate sustainability stages 

by Landrum (2018). The specific features of the Project, such as the social aspect and their 

sustainability views, will be added later to provide a final holistic understanding of the 

sustainability performance of the Project.  

Landrum (2018) defines the stages of corporate sustainability based on the organization’s 

understanding of sustainability; their relationship to the natural world; their economic growth; 

and their sustainability concerns (Figure 2). The Project’s implementation of the resource loops 

will be used to shed light on their stage. 

Understanding of sustainability: The Project’s advanced conceptualization of CE is beyond 

legal compliance requirements. However, being advanced within the circularity boundaries 

does not reflect on “doing more good”, rather only “doing less bad”. The impacts on society 

from implementing “fully circular” businesses (on the resource loops perspective) does not 

mean they cannot use child labor, or be engaged in destructive industries (weapons, e.g.) as 

outlined by Emma. Rather at best, such implementation may lead to unintended benefits that 

are peripheral to sustainability issues (such as less cars in the streets, outlined by Per).  

Sustainability concerns: The circularity result of the Project shows an active attempt to 

minimize the negative impact of production systems while implementing strategies that reduce 

overall production costs (Bocken et al., 2016), thus engaging on the economic and 

environmental aspects of sustainability. On its own, the resource loops approach is insufficient 

to address societal concerns as expressed by Leona and Emma. Resulting in a departure from 

the traditional linear system, yet without a more comprehensive integration of sustainability 

concerns.  
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Relationship to the natural world: The Project’s CE remain managing and controlling the 

environment through an anthropogenic relationship with nature. As its focus is not limited to 

narrowing the loop, it also moves beyond eco-efficiency. Nonetheless, the authors have no 

reason to believe the further loops it includes operate within the planetary boundaries - as 

required to advance in this section - (Rockström et al., 2009). Rather they seek to improve 

resource use within models that make “businesses-sense” through promoting cost reduction, 

and improved customer relationship (Bocken et al., 2016). Additionally, as outlined by Emma, 

such approaches to CE would not repair and restore the environment.  

Economic growth: The CE remains pursuing production, consumption and growth with no 

emphasis on qualitative development.   

Therefore, the authors conclude that the level of circularity achieved by the Project based on 

Bocken et al.’s resource loops (2016) reflects the second stage of Corporate Sustainability, 

business-centered (Landrum, 2018). This result does not reflect the overall sustainability 

profile of the Project, rather solely to what relates to the resource loops. This is particularly 

useful to allow a discussion on the ability of CE concepts to advance corporate sustainability. 

In this stage, the sustainability understanding is to do “less bad” by adopting internal 

sustainability measures for the business-case (profit; risk-management; image). Firms then 

have an internal system perspective, and exploit nature for industrial gain whilst adopting 

incremental initiatives to involve another sustainability realm (in this case, economic and 

environmental). But improvements and technological fixes are yet rooted in the business-case 

perspective of sustainability.  

5.5 Additional Project features 

The sustainability views expressed by Patrick and Anna on the responsibility of businesses for 

society is translated to the implementation actions taken by the Project, as outlined by Jenny 

and further confirmed by the authors’ observations. Through engaging social enterprises, as 

Circular Partners, in collaborative relationships with other organizations, the focus moves 

beyond improving resource-use to include an objective of social betterment.  

This in turn, impacts the understanding of sustainability score of the Project form doing “less 

bad” to “doing more good”. Including broader societal needs are not an internal firm-centric 

view, rather it defines sustainability by looking externally and acknowledging that the business 

is part of a larger industry and community. Engaging social enterprises to develop circular 
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flows of resources is working towards a systemic change. On the same line, the sustainability 

concerns of the Project start integrating the three realms of sustainability.  

The other aspects on Landrum’s model (2018) (relationship to the natural world and economic 

growth) remain unchanged as the Project does not aim at repairing the damages of the past 

(Leona, Emma, Jenny) and neither to address the resource consumption aspect (Leona) 

respectively, thus continuing an anthropogenic relation to nature and a pursuit of quantitative 

growth. Therefore, adopting practices with a clear goal of societal betterment within Circular 

Economy places the sustainability profile of the Project at the third stage, systemic 

sustainability.  

In this stage the understanding of sustainability is to “do more good,” and the business adopts 

an external perspective generally integrating all three realms (environmental, economic, and 

social) of sustainability for the improvement of humanity. The business views itself as a part 

of a larger industry and community and engages in cooperative efforts to pursue systemic 

change (Landrum, 2018). 

Some concerns expressed by some scholars remain in place as the Project has an emphasis on 

closing the resource loop models to advance circularity. This is surely a departure from the 

traditional linear system, however, those strategies entail limitations, as Zink and Geyer (2017) 

have argued, recycling does not necessarily reflect on a reduction of primary production, which 

is necessary for sustainability improvement (Landrum, 2018). This is in line with Valenzuela 

and Böhm’s view (2017) that products endowed with recycling could result on a fetishistic 

desire to consume them more intensely, allowing a growth on the waste of their leftover parts.   

The decision to not include business models that actively seek sufficiency within end-user 

consumption hampers the ability of the Project to move forward in the Landrum (2018) stages 

of corporate sustainability. Korhonen et. al (2018) argues that, as the CE continues to generate 

environmental impacts, the scale of the physical economy needs to be checked with regards to 

the ecological system. This is in line to move to the stage four, regenerative sustainability, 

where organizations start to look beyond growth in consumption and production and adopt 

practices to repair the damages of the industrial-consumer economy (Landrum, 2018). IKEA 

is one of the companies mentioned by one of our interviewees (Emma) that implement CE with 

some of its products, but it is now aiming to be regenerative as its next sustainability goal.  
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In spite of the Project not implementing actions that directly address consumption issues, their 

focus on strategies of durability and product-service-systems could possibly have an effect on 

consumption. Those strategies could reflect on an extension of the utilization period of goods, 

which translates to a deferring on the process of materials turning into waste (Stahel, 1994; as 

cited in Bocken et al., 2016). However, the issue of consumption could have been better 

addressed through business models of encouraging sufficiency within the slowing the loop 

approach, such as a non-consumerist approach to marketing and sales (Bocken et al., 2016). 

 

6. Conclusion and Discussion 

 

This section will open with the conclusion presenting the overall findings of this research 

followed by the contribution, limitation, and suggestions regarding further researches 

 

 

6.1 Conclusion 

The Circular Economy model came as an alternative to the linear “use and dispose” production 

system. It argues to promote an economic order that can address the waste of aftermarket goods 

and a more efficient use of resources and raw materials. It further promises economic gains 

from a more efficient resource management and extended use of products lifecycle, in 

conjunction with new employment opportunities that arise as a result of new business models 

and industrial processes. Whilst the Circular Economy is surely a departure from traditional 

economic systems, there has been not enough debate on the full impacts as well as possible 

unintended consequences of its implementation.  

 

On the light of environmental and social sciences, the current model presents limitations that 

need to be taken into account. Therefore, the purpose of our thesis is to provide a theoretical 

contribution by identifying the ways in which institutions and organizations implement the 

Circular Economy and deal with its limitations. This has been compared with sustainability 

science in order to understand how the Circular Economy implementation may affect the 

sustainability profile of the implementing entity. This is particularly useful for practitioners, 

such as businesses, business associations, institutions, and policymakers, as well as academia 

as a whole.  

 

In order to fulfil the purpose of this research, the researchers followed a pilot program to help 

SMEs to implement CE in Jönköping - Sweden, examining the following questions: 
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• How does the Circular Economy Project in Jönköping conceptualize Circular 

Economy?  

The recurring finding suggested that the Circular Economy project in Jönköping considers the 

three resource loops on their implementation of CE, with a particular emphasis on closing, then 

slowing and narrowing respectively. Presenting a comprehensive and advanced approach to 

CE that embedded multi-layer design strategies and various business strategies to achieve 

circularity. Furthermore, the Project shows a high-level of sustainability awareness and 

relentless effort to integrate a social aspect into their Circular Economy approach in order to 

address the three pillars of sustainability, as they acknowledge the shortcoming of CE in that 

regard. 

Contributions 

• How does this conceptualization contribute to sustainability? 

The Project’s comprehensive approach to CE and its high-level of sustainability awareness, 

combined with its approach to bridge the gap and embed the social aspect into its approach, 

land the project on the 3rd stage of the corporate sustainability stages by Landrum (2018) i.e. 

Systemic sustainability. In this stage the understanding of sustainability is to “do more good,” 

and the business adopts an external perspective generally integrating all three realms 

(environmental, economic, and social) of sustainability for the improvement of 

humanity.  Where the business views itself as a part of a larger industry and community and 

engages in cooperative efforts to pursued systemic change (Landrum 2018). 

 

6.2 Discussion  

 

Several scholars revised on our Frame of Reference section are skeptic on the ability of Circular 

Economy to achieve what it claims is within our collective reach, especially on what relates to 

its effects on consumption (e.g. Hobson and Lynch, 2016; Valenzuela and Böhm, 2017; Zink 

and Geyer, 2017; Korhonen et. al, 2018). It is valid to believe that the increased efficiency of 

production systems and the labelling of products as inherently “green”, due to being circular, 

may boost their demand due to a reduction on price and a behavior effect on fetishizing the 

purchase of “sustainable products” (Hobson and Lynch, 2016; Valenzuela and Böhm, 2017). 

 

As a result of the second law of thermodynamics, the Circular Economy will remain consuming 

virgin resources (Korhonen et. al, 2018), thus business models that make the corporate case of 
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CE, where much of the focus is on reduction of operation costs and the possibility to gain 

market share with cheaper product (see Bocken et al., 2016) is an issue. As well as allows 

society to side-step the root causes of the resource crisis, as being excess consumption and 

production (Hobson and Lynch, 2016) where increased overall consumption threatens to offset 

the benefits of CE, or possibly aggravate environmental issues (Zink and Geyer, 2017).  

 

However, during this research, when addressing such issues with the coordinators of the 

Project, some of them drew our attention back to the social aspect of their work. As Mariana 

has outlined by giving the example of the Circular Center, they do not sell their products at a 

lower price, because they are essentially a social enterprise that wants people to respect the job 

of the women working there. In this sense, the financial gains from cheaper resources and more 

efficient processes of production allow the social uplifting of less privileged communities. This 

is not to argue that companies should become social enterprises, but to drive the point that 

Circular Economy - if to deliver sustainability - should include the delivery of people’s 

wellbeing, rather than focusing on promoting the business case on a system that thrives on the 

exploitation of labor (Valenzuela and Böhm, 2017). At the same time this addresses the 

concerns of authors that have claimed an absence of the social sphere within the CE concepts 

(e.g. Hobson and Lynch, 2016; Kirchherr et al., 2017; Korhonen et. al, 2018). 

 

6.3 Contributions 

Upon the completion of this research, the authors believe that this research provides significant 

contributions regarding:  

 

Theoretical Contribution: provide future researchers with a theoretical link between circular 

economy and sustainability, as well as expanding the theoretical discussion regarding the 

different perspectives on the circular economy and the interlinkages with sustainability. 

 

Managerial Contribution: provide companies who wish to implement a circular business 

model with a holistic understanding of how this implementation may affect their sustainability 

profile, as well as what are the possible limitations and shortcomings of this business model in 

regard to sustainability improvement. 
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Research contribution: this research is exploratory research that aims to gain a deeper 

understanding in regard to the conceptualization of circular economy in the Jönköping county 

in Sweden and how this conceptualization may affect the sustainability profile of the 

implementing entity. This research could serve as a baseline for future researchers that aim to 

follow up on this implication or evaluate it. 

 

6.4 Limitation 

Due to the interpretivist paradigm of this research and the qualitative nature of the data 

collected, several limitations arise. Interviews were the main method of collecting data in this 

research, which open the possibility for conscious and unconscious biases to occur in the 

behaviours of the researchers and the interviewees. Many measures have been taken in the 

effort to minimize these biases as it has been stated earlier in the section “Methodology and 

method”. Another limitation is the observer effect which is a type of reactivity where the 

individuals adjust their behaviours due to their awareness of being observed, as the project 

coordinators and participants were aware of our presence and agenda. 

 

Furthermore, an important factor to be mentioned is that all the interviews were conducted in 

English which is neither the interviewers nor the interviewees' native language, which may 

have posed some restriction in regard to the extent in which the participants can express 

themselves. 

 

In the end, the short time limit of the study, which was four months created limitations in regard 

to the amount and the depth of the data collected, as the time frame did not allow the researcher 

to conduct follow-ups Interviews with the project coordinators, as well as interviewing the 

representatives of the 16 SMEs who are participating in this project. 

 

6.5 Further research 

The authors believe that this research opens the doors for future possible research in regard to 

the implementation of the circular economy. First, future research may follow up with the 

SMEs that have adopted this vision of the circular economy and exam their implementation to 

this vision. Second, one of the goals of the CE project in Jönköping is to create a process model 

for SMEs that are wishing to adopt CE, future research could examine this model in relation to 
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sustainability and the different approaches to CE, as well as to change management and change 

readiness. 

 

Furthermore, as mentioned earlier in the section "Problem Discussion" there is a lack of 

common consent in regard to what is a circular economy, further research could focus on 

drafting a definition of the circular economy that is rooted in the sustainability science. Another 

gap that been identified during this research is the absence of circular business models, further 

research could work on creating business models that take into consideration the circular 

approach as well as the different pillars of sustainability. In the end, a common concern that 

arises in this research is in regard to the current laws and regulations that are hindering the 

implements of CE, i.e. taxation and waste classification, further research could focus on tax 

reforms in the light of CE.  
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8.4 Appendix 4 
 

Kategori  Underkategori Frågor/Förklaring Svar 
Enhe

t 

Företagsdata 
Företag Namn     

Bransch Namn     

Produktdata 

Produkt Vilken typ av produkt? Fritext   

Material Vilket material eller vilken 

mix av material består 

produkten av?  

Fritext % 

Volym Vilken mängd tillverkas 

produkten i? Svar kan anges i 

antal produkter eller vikt 

produkter. 

Fritext Antal 

Affären 

Ekonomi Vad tjänar ni pengar på idag? Fritext   

Värdekedjan Vilka är era kunder? Vilka är 

era leverantörer? Finns andra 

aktörer? 

Fritext   

Konkurrenter Vilka är era konkurrenter? Fritext   

Utmaningar Vilka är era största 

utmaningar framåt? 

Fritext   

Befintligt 

flöde/cirkulation av 

produkt 

Hur ser det befintliga 

cirkulationssystemet ut? Vad 

händer med produkten, se 

livslängd, reklamation, 

återvinning etc? Vilka 

aktörer är involverade? 

Aktörer är t.ex. tillverkare, 

återtillverkare, 

återanvändare, återvinnare, 

insamlingsföretag, transport- 

och logistikföretag.  

Fritext 1-5 

Potential för ny 

affärsmöjlighet 

Hur skulle man kunna 

integrera cirkulära 

dimensioner i er vision (t ex 

sälja en funktion/tjänst 

istället för en produkt, 

möjliggöra för 

återanvändning, 

återtillverkning och 

materialåtervinning) Har ni 

redan idag identifierat en 

frågeställning som ni vill 

utforska? 

Fritext 1-5 

Livslängd Vilken förväntad livslängd 

har produkten? 

Fritext år 

Reklamation I vilken omfattning 

förekommer reklamationer? 

Fritext 1-5 

Reparerbarhet Är reparationer möjliga med 

avseende på 

produktutformning. 

Ja/Nej 1-5 
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Återbruk Kan produkten återbrukas 

med befintlig funktion eller 

med en lättare form av 

omdesign? 

Ja/Nej 1-5 

Tjänst för återbruk, 

reparation  

Vilka tjänster kan vara 

intressanta för er att koppla 

till produkten för att öka 

värdet över tid? 

Fritext   

Utbyte 

Materialutbyte Hur stor del av 

råvara/material som tillförs 

produktionen blir till 

produkt? 

Fritext % 

Restenergi Hur stor del av tillförd energi 

blir över efter produktion? 

Fritext % 

Restenergikvalitet Vilken temperatur och vilket 

media (luft, vatten, ånga etc) 

utgör restenergi? 

Fritext   

Andel återvunnet 

material i produkten 

Används återvunnet material 

i produkten?  I så fall, hur 

stor andel utgör det? 

Fritext % 

Öka andelen återvunnet 

material i produkten 

Finns det möjlighet att 

använda återvunnet material i  

produkten? Kan andelen ökas 

om återvunnet material redan 

ingår?  

Fritext

v 

Ja/Ne

j 

Förnyelsebart material i 

produkten 

Finns det möjliga 

förnyelsebara material att 

ersätta befintligt material 

med? 

Fritext Ja/Ne

j 

Innovation 

Uppdatera/Redesign/Des

ign 

Kan produkten designas 

annorlunda för att möjliggöra 

uppdatering/reparation/återbr

uk? 

Fritext 1-5 

Identifiera mottagare Går det att identifiera 

mottagare av produkten i 

nästa steg i den cirkulära 

affären? Behövs det något 

mellansteg? 

Fritext 1-5 

Nytänkande eller 

beprövad metod 

I vilken omfattning provar ni 

nya metoder/processer…? I 

vilken omfattning är det 

business as usual? Använder 

ni er utav 

kunskapsöverföring från 

andra företag/branscher? 

Fritext 1-5 

Hållbar design Finns hållbarhetsfrågan med 

redan i 

design/konstruktionsfasen? 

Fritext 1-5 

Andra-och tredje 

partsanvändningen 

Finns andra-och tredje 

partsanvändningen med i 

design/konstruktionsfasen? 

Fritext 1-5 
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Sociala 

aspekter/Arbetsmi

ljö 

Kompetensuppbyggnad 1. Kan studenter involveras 

för att få underlag för 

examinationsuppsatser eller 

större projektarbeten? 

2. Kan elever genom 

studiebesök ges möjjlighet 

till nya insikter om cirkulär 

ekonomi (likväl som 

företaget som sådant och de 

yrken som finns där)? 

3. Kan processerna öppnas 

upp för praktikmottagande? 

4. Kan personer en bit ifrån 

arbetsmarknaden ges 

möjlighet till eventuell 

anställning (med eller utan 

anställningsstöd)? 

Fritext 1-5 

Arbetsmiljö Hur ser arbetsmiljön ut? 

Kommer lösningarna ge en 

förbättrad arbetsmiljö?  

- Den fysiska miljön 

(exempelvis luft, lyft, tunga 

moment)? 

- Den psyko-sociala miljön 

(exempelvis stimulans, 

samarbete)? 

Fritext 1-5 

Intern kompetens Kommer lösningen att stärka 

ställningen på 

arbetsmarknaden  för 

befintlig arbetskraft (inom 

företaget)? 

Fritext 1-5 

Nya yrkesroller Kommer lösningarna 

generera fler anställningar? 

Fritext 1-5 

Leverantörer Tar befintliga leverantörer 

socialt ansvar gällande: 

- arbetsvillkor? 

- arbetsmiljö? 

- samhällsnytta? 

Fritext 1-5 

Samhällnytta Vilken samhällsnytta medför 

lösningen/produkten? 

Fritext 1-5 
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8.5 Appendix 5 
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8.6 Appendix 6 
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8.7 Appendix 7 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


