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Beyond supply-side action

Circular business models

Circular thinking is a great potential for business
development. How can companies implement
circular business models? Examples of diverse
models show how they can promote sufficiency
to customers.

By Laura Niefeen and Nancy Bocken

he concept of a circular economy has gained increasing

traction in the past decade, with governments, research
and business taking up the idea hoping to bring about envi-
ronmental sustainability, job creation or economic growth. Cir-
cular thinking has origins in the field of industrial ecology and
demands that (a) natural capital is preserved and enhanced,
(b) products and materials are kept in use, and (c) wastes and
negative externalities are designed out of the system (Ellen
MacArthur Foundation 2015). By implementing those steps,
the economy can move from a linear to a circular system. Gov-
ernments have adopted a circular approach in their policies,
such as the EU in their Circular Economy Action Plan and
Green New Deal, which promote a circular economy through
legislation while also facilitating the uptake of circularity in
businesses.

Circularity in business

Companies play a pivotal role in bringing about circular re-
source flows. As providers of goods and services, they can de-
cide to change their processes from the current linear make-
take-dispose system. By cycling resources, extending lifetimes
and intensifying product use, businesses can create income op-
portunities while reducing resource use and wastage. To do so,
they can adapt a circular business model (CBM). Business mod-
els are ways to express how a company creates, delivers and cap-
tures value (Osterwalder/Pigneur 2010). In the case of CBMs,
the company wants to create value beyond profits and proposes
to also create social value and benefits for the environment, for
instance by reducing resource use and waste. CBMsare closely
linked to sustainable business models which are similar but
place a stronger focus on social benefits and may include en-
vironmental strategies beyond circling resources (e.g., climate
change adaptation).

CBMs can follow different strategies. Bocken et al. (2016)
specify that a company can decide to close, slow or narrow the
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resource loop. In closing the resource loop, the materials in
products are recovered after their lifetime and brought into cir-
culation for another use, for instance through reuse, recycling
or composting of materials. Slowing the loop refers to extended
product lifetimes and more intense use of products. This can
be facilitated through circular design, repair or offering the
product-as-a-service. To narrow the resource loop, companies
can improve their processes and ensure that fewer resources
are needed in production. Additionally, firms can regenerate
the resource loop by using non-toxic materials, renewable en-
ergy and regenerating natural ecosystems (Konietzko et al.
2020) (see figure 1).

To adopt a CBM, companies often need to innovate and ex-
periment. While it might be easier for start-ups to set up a busi-
ness based on circularity, incumbent businesses are also in-
creasingly interested in moving towards circular processes and
offerings. Geissdorfer et al. (2020) suggest that there are four
different types of innovation towards CBMs. Companies can be
1) circular start-ups founded with the aim to slow, close, narrow
or regenerate resource loops, 2) they can be existing businesses
that decide to transform their entire business model towards
circularity, 3) they can add circular operations to their portfolio
to diversify, or 4) they can acquire units operating under a CBM.
For businesses to adopt a CBM and implement innovation, it
can be useful to trial a CBM and different strategies. To support
this, circular business model experimentation has emerged as a
vibrant research area collaborating with businesses to pilot cir-
cularity in companies and learn from those experiences to de-
cide which circular strategy best fits the context. [1] It is about
iteratively testing aspects of desirability, viability, feasibility and
circularity in practice to come closer to a successful sustainable
and circular business model (Baldassarre et al. 2020).

Beyond supply-side measures

Research into circular economy and circular business mod-
els is starting to highlight that supply-side initiatives might not
be enough to meet the sustainability challenges posed through
human resource consumption (Bocken/Short 2020). Con-
sumption levels are continuously rising, increasing the need
for virgin resources in the production to meet demand. Ad-
ditionally, not all material streams can be made fully circular,
with some materials degrading in recycling, and closed loops
still requiring inputs of energy and virgin materials. Excessive
consumption drives sustainability problems, such as climate
change, biodiversity loss and resource depletion. In order to

permits copying and redistributing the material in any medium or format, provided

the original work is properly cited, it is not used for commercial purposes and it is not
remixed, transformed or built upon. The access to the digital version of this article is
reserved to subscribers of OkologischesWirtschaften until one year after the date of pub-
lication; after one year it is available to all readers.



SPECIAL ISSUE: CIRCULAR ECONOMY

Narrow Slow Close
Minimise Product Closing
impact longevity loops,
per product, and recycling
building, car, life extension
etc.

The second case is Nudie Jeans, a
Swedish denim company. They work
with several circular business strategies.
Their products are designed for durabil-
ity and repair is an essential part of their
business model: Nudie Jeans offer their
customers free repairs for life and pro-
vide free repair kits. The denim loop is
Improving closed by collecting old Nudie Jeans and

the repairing them for resale or recycling

Regenerate

natural them into new items. Additionally, the
environment, .
renewables company regenerates the loop by using

organic cotton. These strategies all sup-

Figure 1: Circular business strategies.

tackle these effectively, circular economy measures need to be
combined with demand-side measures that reduce overall con-
sumption levels. This means that a circular economy needs to
be driven by the concept of sufficiency.

Sufficiency refers to consumption levels within the plane-
tary boundaries that still enable well-being for citizens. As busi-
nesses are prime suppliers of products and creators of demand,
they can help drive sufficiency through designing their busi-
ness models to include sufficiency strategies (Niessen/Bocken
2021). [2] While businesses need to carefully design their offer
to enable reduced consumption levels, circular business models
can support sufficiency, with circular business and sufficiency
strategies overlapping to some extent. As shown by the practice
examples below, businesses that implement circular business
models can combine these with sufficiency strategies, thereby
driving sustainability on both the supply- and demand-side.

Examples from real life business practice

In the following, we present a handful of businesses that im-
plemented circular business models and drive sufficiency. They
are examples from different sectors and countries to show the
wide spread of possible applications of circular business mod-
els and sufficiency strategies. An in-depth conceptualisation of
business sufficiency strategies, their implementation and bar-
riers can be found in Niessen/Bocken (2021). The circular busi-
ness strategies used for describing the business examples stem
from Bocken et al. (2016) as well as Konietzko et al. (2020).

The first case is headphones producer Gerrard Street. Based
in the Netherlands, they work against the large waste stream of
consumer electronics. The company aims to slow the resource
loop by designing headphones that are durable and easily rep-
arable by replacing broken parts. If headphones are returned
to them for repair, broken parts will be replaced and remanu-
factured for further use. Gerrard Street headphones are sold
with a lifetime warranty and can also be leased under an annual
subscription. While presenting a prime example of slowing the
loop, Gerrard Street also encourages sufficiency through their
offering.

Sources: Konietzko et al. (2020) and Bocken et al. (2016).

port a sufficiency direction, which the
business promotes in public speaking,
interviews and research work.

The third case comes from the food sector. ODDBOX are
based in the United Kingdom and provide customers with fruit
and vegetable boxes compiled of unwanted produce. The pro-
duce is not sold through regular retail because it does not meet
aesthetic standards (e. g., wonky vegetables) or is surplus pro-
duce. ODDBOX close the loop by rescuing wasted produce and
reselling it to customers. They also narrow the loop by working
with local suppliers where possible. Additionally, they promote
sufficiency by advocating for conscious consumption habits.

The fourth case, Swapfiets, are a transport company founded
in the Netherlands and active in eight EU countries and the
United Kingdom. Swapfiets offer bicycles, scooters and e-bikes
in a product-as-a-service business model. The user leases the
vehicle but the company retains ownership and repairs or re-
places it if necessary. Swapfiets aim to slow the loop by design-
ing their vehicles for durability and enabling a long product
life through maintenance and repair. They also close the loop
by collecting the bicycles and scooters after use and ensuring
proper recycling if they can no longer be used. Swapfiets pro-
mote sufficiency through slowing and closing the loop as well
as encouraging bicycle use.

The fifth case is VAUDE, a German outdoor retailer. They
have implemented strategies to slow, close and regenerate the
loop. For slowing, they aim for long product lifetimes through
design, a repair service and do-it-yourself repair instructions
on the iFixit platform. They also offer a rental service for some
items. For closing the loop, VAUDE work with recycled materi-
als, such as down and PET plastic. Finally, they regenerate the
loop by producing with organic materials. In addition to those,
they are also vocal on the need for sufficiency, for instance in
their “Forever yours” marketing campaign.

The final example hails from the furniture sector. Vitsce pro-
duce and sell high-end furniture designed to be durable, eas-
ily repaired and adaptable to changing living situations. They
are based in the United Kingdom but operate internationally.
While supporting slowing the loop through their design and
additional supporting services, Vitsce also directly encourage
their users to consume less. To that end, the company limits its
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“Governments can support
sufficiency through
business with policies
for long lifetimes.”

marketing to a minimum, eschews sales and trains its staff to
sell only what the customer needs. The use of wood in a lot of
Vitsce furniture also means they support regenerating the loop
with renewable materials. These circular business features pro-
mote sufficient consumption to their customers who can use
the furniture for a long time and pass it on to the next person.

Future outlook

These six examples showcase circular business models that
companies can implement while also promoting sufficiency to
their customers. With both incumbents and start-ups increas-
ingly taking up circular business models and realising the po-
tential of circularity, it is important to design these with suffi-
ciency in mind. Businesses can contribute to this important
shift by designing their operations with both circularity and
sufficiency in mind. Strategies such as slowing the loop can
support sufficiency and benefit the environment while simul-
taneously increasing customer satisfaction and retention. Citi-
zens should reconsider the need to consume and buy new prod-
ucts while focusing on what they already have and what they
need. Governments can support sufficiency through business
with policies for long lifetimes, such as promoting repair, spare
parts availability and banning planned obsolescence. Addition-
ally, policy needs to take a higher-level approach towards suffi-
ciency and support sustainability solutions that move us into
the safe space of planetary boundaries. Research can help un-
derstand how businesses can contribute to sufficient consump-
tion and move beyond sustainability action on the supply side
to also include demand-side sustainability through overall re-
duced consumption levels.

Annotations

[1] The authors of this article work within the Circular X project on Experi-
mentation with Circular Business Models (https://www.circularx.eu).
The project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon
2020’s European research Council (ERC) funding scheme under grant
agreement No 850159.
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Case. In: Okologisches Wirtschaften 28/1: 23.

[2

OkologischesWirtschaften 1.2022 (37)

References

Baldassarre, B. et al. (2020): Addressing the design-implementation gap of
sustainable business models by prototyping: A tool for planning and ex-
ecuting small-scale pilots. In: Journal of Cleaner Production 255: 120295.
Doi: 10.1016/].jclepro.2020.120295

Bocken, N./de Pauw, I./Bakker, C./van der Grinten, B. (2016): Product
design and business model strategies for a circular economy. In: Jour-
nal of Industrial and Production Engineering 33/5: 308-320. doi:
10.1080/21681015.2016.1172124

Bocken, N./Short, S. (2020): Transforming Business Models: towards a Suf-
ficiency-Based Circular Economy. In: M. Brand3o, D. Lazarevic, G. Finn-
veden (eds.): Handbook of the Circular Economy. Cheltenham, Edward
Elgar Publishing. doi: 10.4337/9781788972727.00028

Ellen MacArthur Foundation (2015): Growth Within: A Circular Economy
Vision for a Competitive Europe. https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.
org/assets/downloads/publications/EllenMacArthurFoundation_Growth-
Within_July15.pdf

Geissdorfer, M./Pieroni, M. P.P. (2020): Circular business models: A review.
In: Journal of Cleaner Production 277. doi: 10.1016/j.jclepro.2020.123741

Konietzko, J./Bocken, N./Hultink, E.J. (2020): Circular ecosystem innovation:
An initial set of principles. In: Journal of Cleaner Production 253. doi:
10.1016/.jclepro.2019.119942

Niessen, L.,/Bocken, N. M. P. (2021): How can businesses drive sufficiency?
The business for sufficiency framework. In: Sustainable Production and
Consumption 28: 1090-1103. doi: 10.1016/j.spc.2021.07.030

Osterwalder, A./Pigneur, Y. (2010): Business Model Generation: A Handbook
for Visionaries, Game Changers, and Challengers. Hoboken, Wiley.

AUTHORS + CONTACT

Laura Nieflen is researcher at the Maastricht
Sustainability Institute.

Maastricht Sustainability Institute, Maastricht University,
P.O.Box 616, 6200 MD Maastricht. Phone: +31 43 3884789,
Email: |.niessen@maastrichtuniversity.nl

Dr. Nancy Bocken is professor at the Maastricht
Sustainability Institute.

Maastricht Sustainability Institute, Maastricht University,
P.O.Box 616, 6200 MD Maastricht. Phone: +3143 3882662,
Email: nancy.bocken@maastrichtuniversity.nl



https://www.circularx.eu
https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/assets/downloads/publications/EllenMacArthurFoundation_Growth-Within_July15.pdf
https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/assets/downloads/publications/EllenMacArthurFoundation_Growth-Within_July15.pdf
https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/assets/downloads/publications/EllenMacArthurFoundation_Growth-Within_July15.pdf
mailto:l.niessen@maastrichtuniversity.nl
mailto:nancy.bocken@maastrichtuniversity.nl

	OEW_2022_1_01_02_59-60_Titel_v06-tw
	OEW_2022_1_03_07_Inh_Edit_Nachrichten_v08-tw
	OEW_2022_1_08_13_AktuelleBerichte_v08-tw
	Der europäische Weg
	Von Kira Cieslewicz, Daniel Lang und Matthias Barth

	Faire Preise für Erzeuger
	Von Ann-Cathrin Beermann

	Die Rolle freiwilliger Instrumente für den nachhaltigen Konsum
	Von Myriam Steinemann, Beatrice Ehmann, Dr. Corinna Fischer, Gerolf Hanke, Ina Rüdenauer


	OEW_2022_1_14_29_Schwerpunkt_v09-tw
	Schwerpunkt: Circular Economy
	Circular Economy: “Rising Star” and Challenges
	By Frieder Rubik, Sabrina Schmidt and Eva Wiesemann

	Circular business models
	By Laura Nießen and Nancy Bocken

	From Green to Circular Public Procurement in Denmark
	By Heidi Simone Kristensen, Mette Alberg Mosgaard and Arne Remmen

	Extended Producer Responsibility and Circular Economy: ‌Three Design Flaws
	By Walter Vermeulen, Kieran Campbell-Johnston and Kaustubh Thapa

	Industrial Ecology in support of building a Circular Economy
	By Gijsbert Korevaar

	Circularity and repair policy in the European Union
	By Carl Dalhammar, Mariana López Dávila, Leonidas Milios and Jessika Luth Richter

	Reconciling Growth and Sustainability through Circular Economy?
	By Eva Wiesemann, Sabrina Schmidt and Frieder Rubik


	OEW_2022_1_30_50_NeueKonzepte_v07-tw
	Improved climate change cost assessments and socio-economic tipping points
	By John Tarpey, Jenny Tröltzsch, Katriona McGlade and Kees C. H. van Ginkel

	Verteilungswirkungen einer CO2-Bepreisung in Gegenwart und Zukunft
	Von Benjamin Held

	Shaping business sector transformations
	By Dirk Arne Heyen

	Does online advertising stimulate overconsumption?
	By Vivian Frick, Maike Gossen and Sara Elisa Kettner


	OEW_2022_1_51_58_Mitt_Lit_Vorschau_v05-tw
	OEW_2022_1_01_02_59-60_Titel_v06-tw



