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Actors' Perspectives on Circular Economy: A Case Study 
of Uppsala City 

STELLA FRIEDL 

Friedl, S., 2019: Actor's Perspectives of Circular Economy: A Case Study of Uppsala City. Master thesis in 

Sustainable Development at Uppsala University, No. 2019/29, 37 pp, 30 ECTS/hp 

Abstract: The Circular Economy was developed as a response to the prevailing linear model of material use. 

The goal of the concept is to eliminate waste and mitigate environmental impacts by transforming the economic 

system into one that pursues a circular flow of materials and resources, in contrast to the current make-use-waste 

paradigm. While the concept has gained some momentum in the past years, there is still no definition that is 

agreed upon by scholars and practitioners. While the goal of the Circular Economy is clear, the perspectives on 

how this can be achieved differ. This study focuses on the Circular Economy at the city level via a case study of 

Uppsala, Sweden. The aim of this study is to gather the perspectives of actors active in circularity and to 

determine whether they agree on how the Circular Economy can be achieved. While there are a large number of 

actors involved in Circular Economy in Uppsala, this study focuses on two actor groups: the municipality and 

businesses. Semi-structured interviews were conducted and the actors' responses were analysed in regard to the 

actor's underlying ideology, their role within Circular Economy and their perception on how a transition to a 

circular system should occur. The study's results reveal that the actors in Uppsala lack an overall consensus on 

how the Circular Economy should be achieved, even though they tend to agree on some aspects. Furthermore, 

the interviewed actors do not take into account the systemic perspective of the transition. In response to this 

finding, the waste hierarchy was updated with the aim to draw attention to this notion. Additionally, it is found 

that most of the interviewed actors mention co-operation among different organisations as being the key to 

achieving the Circular Economy, which could help to promote the Circular Economy in the future.  

Keywords: Sustainable Development, Circular Economy, Case Study, Cities, Actors, Perspectives 

Stella Friedl, Department of Earth Sciences, Uppsala University, Villavägen 16, SE- 752 36 Uppsala, Sweden 
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Sustainable Development at Uppsala University, No. 2019/29, 37 pp, 30 ECTS/hp

Summary: Our planet is facing a variety of issues that have arisen as a result of constantly increasing material 

consumption and the make-use-waste paradigm that forms the base of our current economic system and 

encourages a throwaway culture. The concept of the Circular Economy was developed in order to address such 

challenges by transforming the economic system from one that follows a linear pattern into one that pursues a 

circular flow and thereby eliminates waste. Rather than disposing of materials and products that are no longer in 

use, the concept aims to maintain all materials in the system for as long as possible by prolonging the lifecycles, 

implementing reduce and reuse concepts and enhancing recycling, which transform waste into a valuable 

resource again.  

Despite the concept having gained some momentum in the past years, it does not yet have a definition that is 

agreed upon by scholars and practitioners. While the goal of the Circular Economy is clear, the perspectives on 

how its realisation can be achieved also differ. This study focuses on the Circular Economy at the city level and 

looks at Uppsala, Sweden as a case study. The aim of the study is to firstly identify actors active within 

circularity in Uppsala, secondly to ascertain the perspectives of those actors and lastly to determine whether they 

agree on how the Circular Economy can be achieved in Uppsala.  

While there are a large number of actors involved in the Circular Economy in Uppsala, this study focuses on two 

actor groups: the municipality and businesses. To be more precise, Uppsala Kommun and Uppsala Vatten och 

Avfall, the waste management organisation, were chosen as representatives of the municipal actors. The 

businesses-related actors LeafyMade, a start-up working with circular products, as well as the second hand shop 

Ge Vidare as well as one anonymous second hand shop. Semi-structured interviews were conducted and the 

actors' responses were analysed in regards to the actor's underlying ideology, their role within the Circular 

Economy and their perception on how a transition to a circular system should occur.  

The study finds that the actors in Uppsala do not have a consensus on how the Circular Economy should be 

achieved, even though they tend to agree on some aspects of how the transition should occur. It is interesting to 

note that the actors overall fail to take into account the systemic perspective of the transition. As a response to 

this finding, the waste hierarchy was updated in order to draw attention to this notion. In addition, it stands out 

that most of the interviewed actors mention that co-operation among different organisations is vital to achieving 

the Circular Economy.  

Keywords: Sustainable Development, Circular Economy, Case Study, Cities, Actors, Perspectives 
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1. Introduction

While circular thinking emerged in the 1970s, the Circular Economy (CE) has only recently gained 

significant momentum in the last decade. Not only is the concept of CE increasingly relevant for 

businesses and scholars, it has also become an essential approach used by policymakers at all levels, 

from local to international (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). The release of the Action Plan for the Circular 

Economy in 2015 and the Circular Economy Package (CEP) in 2018 by the European Union (EU) has 

helped put the CE on the agenda of many national governments and has drawn increasing public 

attention to the concept. In line with the CE, the concept of circularity within cities has emerged 

within the past years. Today, there are numerous projects being implemented that aim at making entire 

cities circular, for example in Amsterdam or Barcelona (Prendeville et al., 2018). Uppsala, Sweden is 

aiming to become a pioneer sustainability city and CE is a forward-looking concept that should be at 

the forefront of the city's sustainability objectives.  

I write this thesis in order to bring the CE concept closer to the involved actors of Uppsala, the 

university, its students and last but not least for myself. CE is an emerging field that has the potential 

to transform the prevailing consumption culture by questioning the current use-make-waste 

philosophy and instead promote reuse and remanufacturing principles. I see the CE as a promising 

concept that, despite facing some limitations and challenges, is worth researching and advancing so 

that it can ultimately play a key role in the quest to a sustainable future. 

1.1. Problem Statement 

Rates of material consumption worldwide continue to rise and are predicted to grow three-fold by 

2050 from 1900 (Prendeville et al., 2018). It is therefore essential to redesign the economy to be more 

circular so as to eliminate unnecessary waste. When looking at the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs), which were released by the United Nations (UN) in 2015, SDG 12 can be seen in relation to 

the CE. This goal addresses "Responsible Consumption and Production", and especially target 12.2 

"By 2030, achieve the sustainable management and efficient use of natural resources" shows the 

importance of the implementation of an economic system that is not built upon the make-use-waste 

paradigm but that aims at circulating materials for as long as possible within the system (United 

Nations, 2019).  

Due to the on-going trend of urbanization, cities pose an interesting and relevant system to study. It is 

estimated that by 2050, 70% of people worldwide will live in cities and that three quarters of global 

material use will occur within urban areas (Prendeville et al., 2018). This highlights the crucial role 

that cities play in the quest to sustainability. SDG 11 is dedicated to "Sustainable Cities and 

Communities" and addresses the challenges that go along with cities and sustainability (United 

Nations, 2019). While the body of research in the field of CE is constantly growing, the focus of the 

existing research is mainly on the micro-level, for example on specific products or business practices, 

or on the meso-level, for example buildings. The research on the macro level, and especially the field 

of circularity within cities, is not as developed so far. In addition, the available literature in this field 

focuses on Chinese cases, neglecting the European perspective (Prendeville et al., 2018). This paper 

therefore presents a gap in the research and a relevant field to study.  

Despite the attention that the CE has received over the past years, a consensus on its definition and its 

implementation has not yet been reached. CE is thus a contested concept, which, similar to sustainable 

development (SD), is subject to discrepancies regarding interpretations of its definition (Korhonen et 

al., 2018b). In addition, CE tends to be oversimplified by scholars and practitioners, who often solely 

focus on the recycling aspect while other principles such as reuse, remanufacturing or reduction of 

consumption tend to be neglected (Kirchherr et al., 2017). Particularly in the practical implementation 

of CE there is a divergence in the perceptions of what the concept should focus on (Kalmykova et al., 

2018; Ritzén & Ölundh Sandström, 2017). According to Kirchherr et al. (2017) and Ritzén and 

Ölundh Sandström (2017) these discrepancies might eventually even lead to the failure of the concept 

and may result in CE becoming just another sustainability buzzword. Since cities are home to a large 
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number of diverse actors, it is essential for all relevant actors to work towards the same goal. This 

requires a common understanding of how to achieve CE (Prendeville et al., 2018). 

1.2. Aim of the Study 
 

Within this research project, the city of Uppsala is chosen as a case study setting. In order to explore 

perceptions on CE in Uppsala, relevant actors are identified and divided into categories based on their 

role in society. Then, two of the identified actor categories, namely the municipality and businesses, 

are looked at in more depth. Using semi-structured interviews, the perspectives of different business 

and municipal actors in Uppsala in relation to CE are researched and analysed.  

 

This study aims to contribute to closing the identified research gap on the European and macro 

perspective in relation to the CE. Since this study compares the identified perspectives, of how the CE 

can be achieved, it allows allows for insights in the ways, in which they are similar and in which they 

diverge. The study therefore aims to determine whether a possible lack of consensus on CE, one of the 

biggest threats to the implementation of the concept, prevails in the city of Uppsala. 

 

1.3. Research Questions 
 

In order to achieve the goal of the study, the following research question is used as guidance.  

 

RQ: What are the different actors' perspectives on CE? 

 

The question is further divided into three sub-questions, which combined address the overarching 

research question in an adequate manner. 

 

SubQ1: Who are the relevant actors within the city of Uppsala dealing with CE? 

 

SubQ2: What factors do the actors perceive as being important for a transition to the CE? 

 

SubQ3: How do the different perceptions align and where do they diverge? 

1.4. Delimitations 

The study needed to be delimitated in some regards. Firstly, due to a time limitation, this study was 

limited to only two actor groups. In addition, only five actors were interviewed. While this allows for 

some insights in their role and perceptions, having more interviewees would be beneficial.  

 

Furthermore, the CE framework that guides the study is a simplification of the CE, which neglects 

some important aspects of the concept. It is a complex concept, which needs to be delimited in order to 

be applicable for this study.  

 

Lastly, it needs to be mentioned that behind every study is a researcher, who is subject to her or his 

cultural background, personal attitudes and previous experiences. It is therefore impossible for any 

researcher to act fully neutrally and no study can consequently be truly objective, which is also the 

case for this thesis. Since this bias can never be fully eliminated, it is important to acknowledge it.  

 

1.5. Outline 

This study starts with an introductory chapter, which puts forward the rationale behind the study, its 

aim and the guiding research questions. The second chapter is an empirical background based on the 

existing literature in the field. This consists of a discussion on the history and principles of the CE 

concept as well as its relation to SD. It also examines the role of cities within sustainability and 

circularity and concludes by presenting the study's geographical setting: Uppsala, Sweden. The third 
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chapter "Theory" introduces the two conceptual frameworks used in the study: Actor-Arena-Alliance 

framework and a simplified CE framework. In the fourth chapter, the methods used in this study are 

outlined. After that, the results are presented in the fifth chapter, followed by an analysis of the results 

using the conceptual frameworks in the sixth chapter. The seventh chapter includes a discussion of the 

analysis in relation to the existing literature. Lastly, the eighth chapter consists of a conclusion, which 

connects back to the aim of the study, touches upon its practical implications and delimitations. In 

addition, ideas for further research are proposed.  
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2. Background 

2.1. Circular Economy 

2.1.1. History of the Circular Economy 
 

The main principles of CE first came to light in the 1970s (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). Kenneth 

Boulding and his metaphor of the spaceship economy in 1966 as well as Stahel & Reday (1976) were 

among the first scholars to describe the planet as a closed system that needs to be seen as circular. 

They are therefore considered to be pioneering contributors to the CE thinking (Geissdoerfer et al., 

2017; Winans et al., 2017). Current conceptions of CE have been influenced by the novel Silent 

Spring by Rachel Carson (1962), the Limits to Growth study (1972) by the Club of Rome and the 

ecological economist Herman Daly (Kalmykova et al., 2018; Winans et al., 2017). Within the last 

decade, CE has received growing attention, which can be seen by the increase in the number of 

publications on the topic. (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017; Kirchherr et al., 2017; Prieto-Sandoval et al., 

2018). Furthermore, the emergence of new policy measures in relation to CE showcase the active role 

CE has played within the policy field during the past years (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). While measures 

to recycle and reuse materials have been around previously to the development of the CE, the first set 

of policies explicitly aiming for circularity was the Circular Economy Promotion Law introduced by 

the Chinese government in 2009 (de Jesus & Mendonça, 2018). Other prominent examples of CE-

related policies are the EU's directives published in 2015 and 2018. With the EU's Action Plan for the 

Circular Economy of 2015 and the additional set of measures released with the Circular Economy 

Package in 2018, the EU set clear targets and strategies to close the loop on all stages of the material 

cycle. These range from targeting production and consumption to waste management and the market 

for secondary raw materials (European Commission, 2015). According to Kalmykova et al (2018), it 

was estimated that the implementation of the CE in Europe could potentially lead to a net benefit of 

€600 million for businesses, create two million additional jobs and significantly increase the resource 

productivity while simultaneously decreasing carbon emissions.  

2.1.2. The Circular Economy Concept  

Ever since the industrial revolution, the economy has been based on a linear system that is built on 

constant growth and on a steady increase of material use (Ghisselini et al., 2016). Within this linear 

system products and materials follow a make-use-waste flow. This means that companies produce 

goods, consumers use those goods and ultimately dispose of them (Prieto-Sandoval et al., 2018). 

There is overall consensus that this system is one of the main causes of global resource depletion, 

excessive waste creation and the overuse of energy on this planet (Ghisselini et al., 2016). The concept 

of CE provides an alternative system, which aims to transform this linear system into a circular one, in 

which materials and resources are kept in the economy for as long as possible (Michelini et al., 2017). 

By pursuing this, the loop of the materials and the lifecycles of every product should be closed and 

what was previously considered waste can instead be used again as a valuable resource (Prieto-

Sandoval et al., 2018). Within an ideal CE, economic activities therefore have no net effects on the 

environment at all (Murray et al., 2017). Apart from establishing a working recycling system, concepts 

such as the reuse, remanufacturing and repairing of products and materials also play an essential role. 

In addition to the circularity of materials, CE also takes into account energy usage and aims to use 

exclusively renewable energy sources (Korhonen et al., 2018a) . 

 

As mentioned above, there is no CE definition that is commonly accepted among scholars or 

practitioners (Kirchherr et al., 2017). CE can therefore be seen as an essentially contested concept. Its 

ultimate goal - to eliminate waste - is clear but the determinants of how to achieve this goal are not 

agreed upon (Korhonen et al., 2018b). One of the most cited definitions for CE is from the Ellen 

MacArthur foundation, an NGO aiming to promote the CE. It defines CE as "an industrial economy 

that is restorative or regenerative by intention and design" (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017, p 759). There 

are, however, many other factors and approaches which are encompassed in CE (Kirchherr et al., 

2017).  
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Within this study, CE is defined as:  

 

"A Circular Economy is an economy that is systematically aiming to eliminate waste by focusing on 

sustainable production and consumption, closing material loops and taking into account the waste 

hierarchy with the overall goal to contribute to Sustainable Development. " 

 

The definition thus touches upon a number of concepts. It is centred on the systemic aspect of the CE, 

which implies that the current economic system needs to be altered in order to achieve circularity. The 

overall aim of the CE is to eliminate waste and, on a larger scale, to contribute to SD. Furthermore, the 

definition highlights production and consumption aspects that are necessary for the achievement of the 

circularity of materials. This is also in line with SDG 12 "Responsible Consumption and Production". 

The waste hierarchy, which ranks waste related options such as reduction, reuse and recycling 

according to their environmental desirability, also plays a role in the definition. Since not all the 

options have the same impact on circularity and sustainability the ranking is essential.  

2.1.3. Circular Economy and Sustainable Development  

Carl von Carlowitz (1713) mentioned the term “sustainability” for the first time in a forestry context. 

Von Carolwitz thereby described that the amount of wood harvested within a forest should never 

exceed the amount that grows back within a certain timeframe (von Carlowitz, 1713). Throughout the 

second half of the 20th century, sustainability gained increasing attention within the ecology field 

(Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). The Limits to Growth report, which is based on computer simulations by 

the MIT and the Club of Rome in 1972, highlighted the limits of the finite nature of the world's 

resources and attracted significant attention to the boundaries of the planet (Meadows et al., 1972). In 

the same year, the Stockholm Conference, the first international conference solely dedicated to the 

environment, took place. It resulted in the establishing of the United Nations Environmental Program 

and the "Stockholm Declaration of the Human Environment" (Paul, 2008).  

 

The next milestone for SD was the publication of "Our Common Future", later known as the 

Brundtland report, by the World Commission on Environment and Development in 1987. While there 

are countless definitions of SD available today, the Brundtland report provided the most prominent 

one (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). It described SD as "development that meets the present needs without 

comprising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs" (WCED, 1987). While various 

criticism argues that this definition is too vague, it was nonetheless an important step in the emergence 

of the concept of SD (Paul, 2008). The Rio Earth Summit in 1992 then proceeded to explicitly connect 

environment and development, which is why this conference is seen as the birth of the SD concept 

(Paul, 2008).  

 

Another important step for the quest to sustainability was the release of the Millennium Development 

Goals (MDGs) in 2000. The MDGs laid out goals to be achieved by 2015 in relation to, among other 

issues, poverty, hunger, equality and health (Paul, 2008). The World Summit in Johannesburg in 2002 

then followed up the MDGs and aimed at creating partnerships between the different actors such as 

governments, businesses and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) (Paul, 2008). The World 

Summit also led to the recognition of the triple bottom line as the pillars of SD, which play a big role 

in the understanding of SD to date (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). The triple bottom line determines the 

environmental, social and economic pillars as essential for SD. All three pillars are interconnected and 

influence each other (Elkington, 1997; Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). In 2015, as the MDGs came to a 

close, the UN launched a new set of goals, the SDGs. They comprise 17 goals and 169 targets to be 

achieved by 2030 (Hák et al., 2016). While they have also been criticized for their non-binding format, 

the SDGs are considered to be the most ambitious set of goals in the history of sustainability and 

global governance (Biermann et al., 2017).  

 

Attempting to map CE in relation to SD can be done in a variety of different ways. Often sustainability 

is divided into three different approaches: business as usual, modernization and radical change 

(Söderbaum, 2008). A similar vein, the CE can be conceptualised using different sustainability 

discourses, in particular the Ecological Modernization approach. This discourse restructures "the 
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capitalist political economy along more environmentally sound lines, but not in a way that requires an 

altogether different kind of political-economic system" (Dryzek, 2013, p 170). There is a debate 

regarding the extent to which CE can transform the current socio-economic system. The general 

consensus, especially among practitioners, is that CE can be achieved mostly without a fundamental 

transformation (Kirchherr et al., 2017). Within this study it is argued, however, that the CE is not 

attainable in the current system and that a systemic transformation is consequently needed. Also the 

fact that Ecological Modernization wants to enhance economic growth by protecting the environment 

is not fully in line with CE as the opinions on economic growth within CE differ widely (Korhonen et 

al., 2018a). Nonetheless, CE and the Ecological Modernization approach share an anthropocentric 

view, a natural resource-orientation as well as the maximization of efficiency as main principles. 

Furthermore, both approaches are in accordance with the fact that companies should be able to 

increase their profits by taking environmental actions, giving them an incentive to implement 

environmental improvements. One aspect that differs between the two concepts is that Ecological 

Modernization is implemented in a top-down manner while CE embraces top-down as well as bottom-

up approaches (Dryzek, 2013; Winans et al., 2017). In addition, Ecological Modernization is 

perceived to be a concept focused solely on technological improvements, while CE takes into account 

a broader scope (Dryzek, 2013). It is true that innovation and new technologies play an important role 

within CE, but other important aspects also include, for example, new business models and changes in 

consumption patterns (Tukker, 2015; Prieto-Sandoval et al., 2018).  

2.1.4. Limitations of the Circular Economy 

When examining the CE concept in relation to the principles of SD, a number of limitations can be 

identified that limit the extent to which CE may lead to SD.  

 

Regarding the environmental pillar of the triple bottom line, one of the main constraints facing the CE 

are the biophysical limits of recycling. There is overall consensus that due to the second law of 

thermodynamics, a recycling rate of 100% is impossible to achieve, even in theory, as the process 

always leads to waste and side-products (Andersen, 2007; Korhonen et al., 2018a).  

 

The CE concept is limited by the quality of recycled materials. As materials deteriorate over time and 

recycling also leads to a decrease in quality, the recycling process cannot be repeated in perpetuity 

(Ritzén & Ölundh Sandström, 2017; Winans et al., 2017). As the EU, for example, exports low-quality 

recyclable waste and imports high-quality waste, it can be assumed that the union has already 

experienced issues with the quality of its circulating materials. Thus, higher recycling targets like 

those promoted by the European Commission do not necessarily lead to improvements but may 

instead encourage the recycling of contaminated or hazardous materials in order to reach such goals 

(Fellner et al., 2017). 

 

The waste generated by various materials such as paper, metals or construction materials is 

significantly smaller than the demand for those resources. This means that, even if high levels of 

recycling are achieved, virgin materials would still be needed to satisfy the demand and full circularity 

is at this point not possible (Fellner et al., 2017).  

 

Other environmental constraints can be found by looking at the geographical boundaries of CE. 

Circularity addresses worldwide issues using local approaches. Determining the global net effect of 

those activities have on sustainability can be very difficult. In addition, material flows do not adhere to 

geographical boundaries and are also not easily defined. This poses therefore many difficulties when 

establishing policies (Korhonen et al., 2018a). 

 

When looking at limitations in relation to the economic pillar of SD, additional issues can be 

identified. Lock-ins are a significant economic limitation to CE. Lock-ins describe how pioneer 

products, models or innovations generally thrive most within the market. Innovations entering the 

market at a later stage have to compete with already established products or models, which has proven 

to be very challenging. Within CE this means that business models and products for circularity have to 

compete with existing ones, which limits their potential to prevail (Korhonen et al., 2018a). 
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As circularity leads to an increase in efficiency, CE is subject to the rebound effect. This implies that 

the increase of efficiency leads to a decrease in costs of production and thereby also a decrease in the 

ultimate cost of the product. As the product becomes cheaper, it is consumed more. This leads to the 

problem that the original environmental gains from the increase in efficiency are smaller than the 

environmental impacts caused by the increased consumption. It is therefore essential to address the 

notion of economic growth in order for CE to be a successful approach to SD (Korhonen et al., 

2018a). 

 

The third pillar of the triple bottom line, social sustainability, poses the biggest challenge for CE. 

Apart from the positive outcome of potential job creation, scholars and practitioners do not consider 

social aspects of CE (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017; Kirchherr et al., 2017). Issues regarding the CE's 

effects on poverty reduction, income equality or racial and gender equality are omitted from the 

literature. According to Murray et al. (2017), this constitutes the biggest limitation of CE. 

 

CE can also lead to trade-offs between the different sustainability goals and principles. A clear 

example of this is deforestation of tropical rainforest in the quest for biofuels with the goal to 

eliminate carbon emissions can be named. In addition, CE is heavily dependent on green technologies, 

which often rely on rare earth minerals, which are environmentally costly (Murray et al., 2017). 

 

Despite the fact that CE is subject to limitations and faces a number of challenges, it is important to 

consider that CE is a new concept that still needs to be further improved. Consensus on the definition 

of CE, a common approach to assess circularity and a stronger commitment from all involved goups 

are all essential for successful practical application of the concept (Ghisselini et al., 2016; Kirchherr et 

al., 2017; Korhonen et al., 2018a). Ultimately, CE should only be seen as one of many necessary 

solutions to achieve a sustainable system. In this sense it is a very promising framework with great 

potential (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017; Ghisselini et al., 2016; Korhonen et al., 2018a; Prieto-Sandoval et 

al., 2018). 

 

2.2. Cities  

2.2.1. Cities and Sustainability 

Currently, over half of the world's population live in cities and urban areas. The trend towards 

urbanization is still steadily rising, with an expected fraction of 70% of people living in urban areas by 

2050. Simultaneously there is a steady increase in material and energy consumption, of which between 

75% and 80% occurs in cities. The urban population is estimated to have significantly higher 

environmental footprints than rural inhabitants (Prendeville et al., 2018). This shows the urgent 

necessity to target sustainability within cities, in particular relating to production, consumption and 

resource use. Especially due to the geographic proximity of the relevant stakeholders within urban 

areas, cities have a significant potential to contribute to SD (Prendeville et al., 2018). Nonetheless, due 

to the complexity of urban systems, reaching sustainability within cities also poses a great challenge 

(Vergragt et al., 2016). 

 

Historically, the movement towards sustainability in urban settings started in the 1980s with the 

emergence of urban environmentalism and urban metabolism, which was focused on the industrial 

areas of cities and their effects on growth, energy supply and waste reduction. Following these 

concepts, urban sustainability became an increasingly important issue for stakeholders from the 1990s 

onwards (Prendeville et al., 2018). At around the same time the eco-city concept emerged in the USA 

and Japan, which then also spread to Europe and China. This concept focuses on emission reduction as 

well as on zero-waste and recycling. Eco-cities have achieved especially good results in relation to 

energy and water usage (Ghisselini et al., 2016). Nevertheless, they rely to a large degree on subsidies, 

which stands in the way of them becoming predominant (Prendeville et al., 2018). Recently, the 

concept of smart cities has emerged as a result of the emerging Information and Communication 

Technologies. The concept focuses on city development using those technologies, which can also be 
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used for enhancing sustainability in the urban setting, for example for increasing the efficiency of 

different business activities, which can decrease environmental externalities. While this might also 

lead to rebound effects, the smart city concept is seen as an important part of achieving more 

sustainable urban areas (Höjer & Wangel, 2015). 

 

There are numerous different approaches that can be taken to work towards sustainability within a 

city. There is, however, a consensus on the fact that the transition cannot be done by one actor alone 

but that all of the relevant stakeholders within the system need to collaborate to work towards the 

same goal. This implies the necessity of actions from a bottom-up level and from the top-down as well 

as the commitment of consumers and academia (Vergragt et al., 2016). 

2.2.2. Cities and Circularity 

Sustainable consumption and production are sustainability concepts often addressed within the city 

context. Urban metabolism concept and eco-cities have influences the emergence of the CE concept in 

cities, and has inspired the launch of various circularity projects in cities. The close proximity of the 

stakeholders and the large amount of materials and usable substances which accumulate within the 

boundaries of a city have enabled to facilitate such projects (Prendeville et al., 2018).  

 

Various cities are implementing projects explicitly relating to CE. They include, among others, 

Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Barcelona and Glasgow. These projects organised in various different ways 

and include policy and top-down approaches in Amsterdam and Barcelona to bottom-up and inclusive 

concepts in Glasgow and a long-term focuses in Rotterdam (Prendeville et al., 2018). Prendeville et al. 

(2018) concluded their analysis by highlighting the necessity of the engagement of all stakeholders of 

a city in order to reach circularity combining bottom-up and top-down approaches (Prendeville et al., 

2018).  

 

Urban Mining is another key concept in relation to CE and cities. Urban mining aims to recover 

materials that are found within large buildings, the city infrastructure and end-of life products. These 

materials are extracted and then reused. The concept differs from regular recycling as it involves larger 

scales and usually requires more advanced recycling technologies and systems. The main materials 

"mined" include iron, steel or the materials resulting from e-waste or vehicles. Also energy recovery 

can be classified as urban mining. By using materials from the waste stream, following the principles 

of reduce, recycle and recover and thereby reducing the overall waste within a city, urban mining is 

contributing to the CE (Li, 2015).  

2.2.3. Uppsala 

Uppsala is the fourth biggest city in Sweden and has over 200 000 inhabitants. With a growth rate of 

3,7% per year, it is the fastest growing city in Sweden and its population is expected to reach 350 000 

people by 2050. This increase poses many challenges and opportunities for Uppsala's city planning, as 

it encourages innovative urban planning, especially in relation to sustainability. Uppsala is a university 

city. Uppsala University and the Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences (SLU) are located in the 

city and university students living make up 20% of the total population. (Uppsala Kommun 

International, 2019).  

 

The city is currently governed by a coalition of the Social Democratic Party, the Liberal Party and the 

Environmental Party. The opposition consists of the Conservative Party, the Left Party, the Centre 

Party and the Sweden Democrats (Uppsala Kommun, 2019).  

 

In line with the SDGs, Uppsala Kommun (municipality) publishes policy guidelines specifically 

directed to SD. As an overarching goal, Uppsala aims to become a leading city in terms of SD and for 

this to be recognized from the global to the local level. In order to achieve these goals, the 

municipality has stated that all actions are to maintain a long-term, holistic and structural focus. 

Collaboration between all parts of the municipality is highlighted. Every decision-making process 

should take into account sustainability considerations. (Uppsala Kommun, 2017). 
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Apart from the overall SD strategy, Uppsala Kommun has an ambitious climate strategy, which is 

captured in its Environment and Climate Program that covers the years 2014 to 2023. Outstanding in 

particular are Uppsala's long-term goals that aim to become fossil free by 2030 and carbon positive by 

2050. The report also covers a list of milestones and corresponding goals that provide specific plans 

on how to contribute to the achievement of a better climate. Those milestones include measures for 

decarbonization, the provision of organically sourced food as well as targets for construction materials 

and plastics (Uppsala Kommun, 2018b).  

 

Long-term targets for fossil independence and carbon positivity are outlined in more depth in the 

Energy Programme 2050. This program focuses on the decarbonization of the local energy system and 

gives concrete strategies for the achievement of the targets. The specific strategies comprise the 

inclusion of the different actors involved, area and urban planning measures as well as infrastructure 

plans (Uppsala Kommun, 2018a).  

 

The rapid growth of Uppsala city poses considerable sustainability challenges but also provides many 

opportunities to enhance sustainability. Uppsala Kommun has already begun to address such 

demographic changes and has established a number of initiatives. For example, Ulleråker, a newly 

built residential area with is a strong focus on sustainable mobility, has been designed to promote 

sustainable mobility. In Ulleråker, a minimum of 80% of residents' journeys can be done by walking, 

biking or using public transport. The buildings have been constructed using long-lasting and 

environmentally friendly materials. Another example is the area of Rosendahl, which is currently 

redesigned to improve the well-being and living conditions by adding more green spaces such as parks 

(Uppsala Kommun, 2018c). 

 

As a result of such climate mitigation efforts, the city of Uppsala received the WWF climate city 

award in 2018, which the jury justified by calling Uppsala "a global example of urban sustainability" 

(Uppsala Kommun, 2018c).  
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3. Theory  

This study is based on two frameworks. Firstly, the Actor-Agenda-Arena (AAA) framework is used in 

order to understand the underlying ideological orientations that guide the actor's actions and 

perspectives. Secondly, a simplified framework for CE is established that aims to break down the 

concept to make it more tangible.  

 

3.1. Actor-Agenda-Arena Framework 

The AAA concept was chosen as the first conceptual framework, as its aim is to understand the 

underlying factors that guide the actions and perspectives of individuals. Since this study is based on 

actor perspectives, it is important to discuss those factors in order to make sense of the perspectives.   

 

The concept is based on the theories of the Political Economic Person (PEP) and Political Economic 

Organization (PEO). The prevailing neoclassical theory of individuals is the Economic Man, whose 

only purpose is to act as a consumer within the market. The corresponding view of the firm within 

neoclassical economics focuses exclusively on profit maximization. As a response to this perspective, 

the concepts of PEP and PEO have emerged within institutional economics and social psychology.  

 

The PEP concept is seen as especially relevant when dealing with SD. This is because the focus lies in 

understanding of the individual's behaviour and this is essential to discuss when dealing with issues 

related to SD. PEPs are seen as individuals with many roles, going far beyond them only being 

consumers. This framework argues that it is necessary to take into account the whole context the 

individuals are subject to. This includes their cultural, political social, institutional as well as the man-

made and natural environment. It puts forward that individuals should be considered in relation to their 

market-related roles and also as professionals within their field of work, as parents, citizens and so on. 

These factors combined with the networks they participate in, their cognitive and behavioural habits as 

well as their ideological orientation constitute the PEP and are aimed to giving some deeper insights in 

the actions and understandings of individuals (Söderbaum, 2008).  

 

In line with the PEP, the PEO concept was formed as an alternative to the neoclassical theory of the 

firm that is solely aimed at maximizing profits. As previously mentioned, the PEO perspective is 

important for SD since many different types of organizations play a role in the transition to 

sustainability. These include private companies, public entities and NGOs. The PEO adds nuances to 

the depiction of organizations and companies. To begin with, ideologies, ethics or power dynamics are 

developed within organizations. In this theory, individuals in the PEO are all seen as PEPs and are 

therefore to some extent subject to their own ideology. The individuals usually share an overarching 

mission relating to the aim of the organization. Nonetheless, PEOs incorporate a large number of 

different views. The mission and the performance of the PEO are based on multiple dimensions, rather 

than exclusively monetary values. Lastly, disputes and tensions in a PEO are seen as positive and 

useful for the organizations' development (Söderbaum, 2008).  

 

The AAA framework is based on the theories of PEPs and PEOs. When discussing "actors" in this 

study, they are understood as PEPs, working within a PEO. The aim of the AAA framework is to 

understand the underlying factors leading to the PEP's actions and perceptions. In order to achieve 

this, firstly the actors' underlying agenda or mission of their actions is first analysed. After that, the 

arena, in which the actor operates in is examined (Söderbaum, 2008). For the purpose of this study, a 

third factor has been added, namely "alliance". The purpose of this factor is to take into account the 

cooperation that the actors forms in order to achieve their mission. Within this study, the results will 

therefore be analysed in terms of the actor's agenda, the arena he or she works in and the alliances 

with other actors that are formed in order to understand his or her ideological orientation.  
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3.2. Circular Economy Framework 

As the second conceptual framework, the CE was chosen. As this concept is very broad and complex, 

it has been simplified and delimited to be applicable for this study. Therefore, only the aspects 

described below were included in the framework. 

 

A full transition to the CE requires action on three levels: the micro-, meso- and macro-level 

(Kirchherr et al., 2017; Prieto-Sandoval et al., 2018). On the micro-level, the focus is placed on the 

circularity of specific products, on companies as well as on the behaviour of consumers (Kirchherr et 

al., 2017). Generally, the willingness of companies to invest into circularity for their organization or 

their products correlates with their overall environmental commitment (Prieto-Sandoval et al., 2018). 

A main concept for circularity on the micro-level is Sustainable Design Strategies (SDS) (Ghisselini et 

al., 2016). The SDS can help to transform for the design of sustainable and circular products. Such 

design strategies include, most prominently, the cradle-to-cradle concept, life cycle assessments and 

nature-inspired design strategies such as biomimicry (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017; Prieto-Sandoval et al., 

2018). SDSs can be used and combined for the creation of sustainable long-lasting and recyclable 

products, which should then at the end of their product life be subject to reduction, reuse and recycling 

(Prieto-Sandoval et al., 2018). Other strategies on the micro-level of CE are material efficiency, 

circular supply chains and cleaner production (de Jesus & Mendonça, 2018). Apart from SDS's, the 

principles of cleaner productions include the prevention of pollution and the reduction of usage of 

toxic substances. Circular business models, which will be discussed below, are included in the micro-

level of CE. 

 

The meso-level relates to eco-industrial parks (Kirchherr et al., 2017) as well as companies that are 

part of an industrial network or symbiosis (Prieto-Sandoval et al., 2018). The concept of eco-industrial 

parks was firstly introduced in the 1990s in China and has now spread all over the world (Ghisselini et 

al., 2016).  

 

Lastly, the macro-level comprises the circularity of entire economies, industries, cities or regions. A 

transition to the CE on the macro-level depends on a suitable institutional framework (Kirchherr et al., 

2017; Prieto-Sandoval et al., 2018). In addition, the industrial system, the infrastructure, the social 

system as well as the cultural environment need to be adjusted in order to make a CE possible 

(Ghisselini et al., 2016).  

 

As CE works on different levels, the following factors, hereafter referred to as "external factors", need 

to align in order to enable a shift towards circularity. Firstly, regulations and policies play an essential 

role. Policymakers need to provide a framework that not only allows for a transition towards the CE 

but also actively incentivizes and encourages suppliers as well as consumers to act towards circularity 

(Prieto-Sandoval et al., 2018). This can include top-down approaches like specific policy instruments 

as well as encouraging bottom-up initiatives by providing incentives (Winans et al., 2017).  

 

Secondly, the supply-side of the market needs to provide innovative solutions for technological and 

social challenges (Winans et al., 2017; Prieto-Sandoval et al., 2018). Those innovations can lead to, 

among other benefits, increased resource efficiency, energy savings, longer product lives and waste 

reduction (Prieto-Sandoval et al., 2018). The development of new business models plays a central role 

among those innovations. As an example, product-service-systems are considered to be at the core of 

CE. Within these systems, companies provide a service rather than a product, for example they 

provide light instead of lamps. Since this concept shifts business thinking to the provision of services, 

companies will take actions to prolong the lifespan of their products, use them for as long as possible 

and reuse and recycle parts of it at the end of their lifespan. This results in the minimization of 

material use while ensuring the maximization of consumer satisfaction (Tukker, 2015). Also 

established business models, like second hand shops or repair shops, play an important part in the 

supply of circular options. They provide the market with the possibility to buy used products or repair 

broken ones. This extends the lifespan of products and decreases the demand for new products and 

resources (Lewandowski, 2016).   
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The third external factor is the demand side of the market. It encompasses consumer needs and 

preferences and whether they are in line with the principles of CE (Prieto-Sandoval et al., 2018). 

Within his analysis, Kirchherr et al. (2017) came to the conclusion that many scholars working with 

CE neglect the role of consumers within the implementation of CE. Nonetheless, consumer 

preferences need to be considered as an essential aspect of the implementation of CE since innovations 

and policy reforms depend on the response of the citizens, which also demonstrates the interrelation 

between supply, demand and the political framework (Prieto-Sandoval et al., 2018).  

 

A large number of practical principles and tools for the implementation of CE have been developed. 

First and foremost, the framework around the R's is mentioned by most scholars as a concept to be 

used throughout the whole cycle within a CE, from production over consumption to the return of 

goods and materials (Ghisselini et al., 2016; Kalmykova et al., 2018; Kirchherr et al., 2017; Prieto-

Sandoval et al., 2018; Winans et al., 2017). The most well known R-framework centres around the 3 

R's: reduce, reuse, and recycle. A fourth R for recovery can also be added, which focuses on energy 

recovery from incineration (Kirchherr et al., 2017). Other variations of the R-concept include 

additional factors such as redesign, remanufacture, refuse, rethink, repair, refurbish and repurpose 

(Kirchherr et al., 2017; Winans et al., 2017). While all of these principles are regarded as essential for 

a transition to CE, they are not all considered to be equally desirable. Within this so-called waste-

hierarchy, as seen on Fig. 1, the R's are ranked according to their estimated environmental impacts 

(Van Ewijk & Stegemann, 2016). It is interesting to note that recycling, which tends to be the most 

frequently mentioned R in relation to CE, is at the bottom level of the traditional R-hierarchy 

(Ghisselini et al., 2016). This is because CE is focused on maintaining higher quality material cycles 

and recycling leads mostly to a decrease in the quality of the materials (Kirchherr et al., 2017; 

Korhonen et al., 2018b). Another less desirable option for waste is energy recovery, as the materials 

then leave the cycle. Disposal of waste in a landfill should never occur within a perfectly circular 

system, which is why this option is not included in the waste hierarchy (Van Ewijk & Stegemann, 

2016). Since incineration for energy plays a large role within Sweden, the R for recover has been 

added to the R framework used within this study (Avfall Sverige, 2018). 

 

Fig. 1. The waste hierarchy adapted from Kirchherr et al., 2017; Van Ewijk & Stegemann, 2016; 

Winans et al., 2017.  

 

While the waste hierarchy is generally agreed upon by scholars, practitioners tend to prioritise 

recycling and neglect the other levels of the hierarchy (Ghisselini et al., 2016). Reduction of waste in 

particular is often not considered by policy makers and waste managers (Van Ewijk & Stegemann, 

2016). 

 

Like with most transitions towards SD, also the CE can be achieved in two ways: by bottom-up or top-

down approaches. A top-down view highlights strategies that start at the highest level of institutions. 

A bottom-up approach, on the other hand, emerges from lower levels of institutions or from the 

citizens themselves (Cairns Jr, 2003). An individual's and society's underlying cultural and social 

norms and values are the basis for bottom-up movements (Easterly, 2008). The implementation of 

bottom-up and top-down approaches varies immensely among different contexts and regions. It has to 

be mentioned, however, that most transitions usually result in an approach that is a combination of 
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both (Cairns Jr, 2003). It can therefore be expected that, while the views on which strategy is most 

suitable will vary, the CE can be achieved by a combination of the bottom-up and top-down approach,  

 

Lastly, it is important to state that the CE needs to be implemented on different levels and will be 

enabled by different factors. In line with these principles, it is essential in order to avoid that the 

concept only leads to the encouragement of greener technology and innovation but should also bring 

about a fundamental shift of the system. This is especially relevant in regards to the constant growth 

paradigm that is prevailing in the incumbent economic system (Ghisselini et al., 2016).  

 

As touched upon before, recycling is subject to some biophysical limitations. It is impossible to 

achieve a perfect rate of recycling. Furthermore, the process cannot be repeated perpetually since the 

materials degrade during the process (Andersen, 2007; Korhonen et al., 2018a). In addition, full 

circularity will require a demand for materials that is equal to the amount of recycled materials that 

will re-enter the system. This will never be possible if the current growth rates are to remain the focus 

of the economic system (Fellner et al., 2017). In line with these arguments, Korhonen et al. (2018a) 

also mentions the rebound effect, according to which the achieved increase in efficiency leads to 

higher demand. It is therefore important to discuss whether economic growth and the CE can be 

aligned. Nonetheless, not all scholars and practitioners acknowledge the importance of the systems 

perspective in their work and the perspectives of the degree of change that CE instigates differs widely 

(Kirchherr et al., 2017).  

 

The second framework used for the study is a simplified framework of the CE, as depicted in Fig. 2.  

Fig. 2. Simplified framework of the CE adapted from Ghisselini et al., 2016; Kirchherr et al., 2017; 

Korhonen et al., 2018a; Prieto-Sandoval et al., 2018; Van Ewijk & Stegemann, 2016; Winans et al., 

2017. 

 

As discussed in the previous section, the R framework is at the core of the CE. In addition to the 

traditional R's of reduce, reuse and recycle, recover was added as bottom level of the hierarchy. This 

was due to the fact that energy recovery is the prevailing method of waste treatment in Sweden (Avfall 
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Sverige, 2018). The R's have been ranked according to the waste hierarchy, which implies that 

reduction and reuse are preferred while recycling and recovery are less desirable. The R's can be 

applied on the whole cycle of the economy and on all levels, from the micro- over the meso- to the 

macro-level. Such principles are thus overarching the R's. The policy framework, supply-side factors 

and demand-side factors are the main determinants influencing the R's at the different levels. The 

different materials and the resources that are extracted are the main inputs into the system. At the other 

end of the system, waste and pollution can be named as the main outputs. The arrow on the bottom of 

the figure shows that the outputs become inputs again, either directly in the form of materials or 

indirectly by becoming a resource again. In a perfect scenario, this presents a closed loop. A circle 

indicating two further notions surrounds the system: the extent of systems change that is necessary for 

the CE and the bottom-up and top-down approaches that can be means to the CE.  

 

This model comprises three key pillars of the CE, which are looked at in order to analyse the actors' 

role in CE: the R framework (reduce, reuse, recycle, recover), the three different levels (micro, 

meso, macro), and the inputs and outputs that are worked with in the form of materials, waste and 

pollution.  

 

Other principles examined are the actors' perspectives on how the transition to the CE may be enabled. 

This includes the extent of shift the CE should bring about, whether the transition to CE should come 

from the top down or from the bottom up as well as the role of external influences, such as the 

policy framework as well as supply and demand side factors. 
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4. Methods  

4.1. Case Study  

Case studies are a suitable research design for studies dealing with complex real-life phenomena 

occurring within a certain context. For this reason such an approach was chosen for this study. Yin 

(2009) recommends the multiple-case study approach. Nonetheless, a single case study was chosen. 

This allows for deeper insights in one specific context rather than aiming for large-scale and statistical 

data. Cities, such as Uppsala, are complex systems so focussing on only one case enables me to 

understand the actors in more depth and thereby benefits the study. The study is of descriptive nature, 

which implies that it explores a topic thoroughly from different angles (Yin, 2009).  

 

The specific case looked at within this study is the city of Uppsala. The city's inhabitants consist to a 

fifth of students, making it quite a unique and interesting subject to study. In regards to circularity the 

student population is especially interesting. Since many students only stay temporarily and sell their 

furniture and some other belonging before they leave, there is a big circulation of used materials and 

products within the city. This specific context combined with the goal of Uppsala to become an 

internationally recognised city for sustainability constitutes an interesting case.  

4.1.1. Scheme of Analysis 

This study aims at answer the following research question. 

 

RQ: What are the different actors' perceptions on CE? 

 

In order to answer this question it is divided into three sub-questions that allow for an in-depth 

exploration of the actors' perceptions.  

 

SubQ1: Who are the relevant actors within the city of Uppsala dealing with CE? 

 

SubQ2: What factors do the actors perceive as being important for a transition to the CE? 

 

SubQ3: How do the different perceptions align and where do they diverge? 

 

The presented questions are answered with the use of empirical methods. The first sub-question is 

addressed by analysing available documents, official websites and reports. Also conversations with the 

actors led to the identification of further actors. Determining the relevant actors is necessary in order to 

choose the two actor groups that are looked at in more depth within this study. The second and the 

third sub-questions are answered by the conduction of semi-structured interviews with the 

representatives of the chosen actor groups. The questions asked within the interviews can be found in 

Appendix 1. Their responses are afterwards analysed in relation to the conceptual frameworks.  

 

4.2. Literature Review 

An important part of research consists of analysing secondary sources, also known as literature. These 

are sources that are based on original material, or primary sources (Booth et al., 2016). In order to 

understand the concept of CE and the current situation in Uppsala, relevant literature and documents 

are analysed. Scientific articles from established outlets are chosen as the main source of information. 

In addition, also publications from official agencies such as Uppsala Kommun, Avfall Sverige and the 

EU as well as official websites are looked at. The literature is identified by conducting online research 

and by the referral of different actors. The literature analysis lays the basis for the conceptual 

frameworks and the design of the interview questions so the chosen literature plays an important role 

in the development of the study.  
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4.3. Semi-Structured Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews (SSI) are a prevailing method of empirical data collection within 

qualitative research. The semi-structured format consists of open-ended questions and more detailed 

follow-up questions. This allows for deep exploration of the interviewees' views and experiences while 

at the same time remaining flexible to adapt to the input from the actors (Galletta, 2013). Within this 

study, SSIs are chosen since this form of data collection is appropriate to answering the research 

questions. The questions of the SSI are chosen in order to correspond with the two conceptual 

frameworks of the study. This means that the interview, on the one hand, aims at understanding the 

agenda, arena and alliance of the actors. This is important in order to understand the underlying 

ideologies and factors that guide the actors' actions and perceptions in relation to CE. On the other 

hand, the interview questions, as seen in the Appendix 1, are designed to determine the role of the 

actor and his or her organisation within circularity. Furthermore, the actors' perspectives on the 

identified factors of the CE framework are being understood within the SSI.  

 

I conducted interviews with the following actors: 

 

 Hannes Vidmark: Head of Ecological Sustainability at Uppsala Kommun, conducted on April 

4th 2019 

 Irene Mårtensson and Rebecca Hedlund: Waste engineer at Uppsala Vatten och Avfall, 

conducted on April 15th 2019 

 Suman Mehta: Co-founder and CEO of the start-up LeafyMade, conducted on April 11th 2019 

 Sofie Siverman: Manager of the second hand shop Ge Vidare, conducted on April 2nd 2019 

 Anonymous Actor: Manager of a second hand shop, conducted on April 9th 2019 

 

The interviewees were selected according to the following criteria: All of the actors are active within 

the field of CE in some way. Due to the large number of actors active within CE in Uppsala, some 

limitations were set for the interviewee selection for the study. Firstly, since the focus is on two 

specific actor groups within Uppsala, the municipality and businesses, the interviewees belong to these 

groups. Furthermore, the interviewees were chosen because they have a decision-making role within 

their organization. Since their perceptions are the basis for all decisions and actions, they have effects 

within the organization and ultimately on the way, in which the CE is approached. These restrictions 

still led to a large number of many potential interviewees. Every actor can, in one sense, be seen as a 

case study. This means that every possible interviewee is interesting and relevant for the study. 

Therefore the interviewees were selected in a way that they, first of all, align with the requirements. 

Secondly, they were chosen to represent a variety of different organizations and roles within CE.  

 

4.4. Empirical Data Analysis 

In order to analyse the data derived from the interviews, deductive coding methods are used. This 

implies that the framework for analysis is established prior to the interviews. Once the interviews have 

been completed and transcribed, the data is analysed along a matrix based on the identified categories, 

as seen in Table 1.  
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Table 1. Matrix for data analysis. Red relates to the actors' underlying ideology, green to the actors' 

role within CE and blue to their perceptions of the transition to the CE. 

 Actor 1 Actor 2 Actor 3 Actor 4 

Agenda     

Arena     

Alliance     

Levels     

R's     

Inputs/outputs     

External factors     

Systemic approach     

Bottom-up/top-down     

 

The matrix is designed in order to bring three-fold insights. Firstly, the AAA-framework aims at 

analysing the underlying ideologies and motivations, by categorizing the agenda, arena and alliances 

of the actors. Furthermore, the actors' current roles within CE are established in relation to the R's, the 

levels and whether they work with inputs or outputs. Lastly, the actors' perception of how the 

transition to the CE can be achieved is analysed by looking at their views on external factors, the 

systemic approach and the bottom-up versus top-down notions. If diverging themes come up during 

the interviews, they are pointed out and discussed within the results and discussion section, which 

implies an overall mixed approach between deductive and inductive methods. 

4.5. Validity and Ethics 

In line with Yin (2009), the validity of a study relates to its quality and whether the results actually 

determine what they are supposed to. Firstly, the secondary data that was used within the study was 

checked for its reliability. Scientific articles were only used if they were published in a renowned 

outlet. Also the websites and documents used all stem from official sources. The primary data that was 

collected during the SSIs were recorded and transcribed before being analysed in order to avoid 

inexactness in recalling the replies. In order to minimize a potential response bias, an attempt was 

made to formulate the questions clearly and in a non-leading way. 

 

Whenever people are used as a source within research, stringent ethical standards need to be followed 

(Booth et al., 2016). In order to align with ethical standards as well as with the General Data 

Protection Regulation, all interviewees were asked in the beginning of the interview whether or not 

they agree with being recorded. Also, they were asked if their real names can be used within the study 

or if they preferred to remain anonymous. Since one of the actors did not want to be mentioned 

explicitly, this actor is referred to as "Anonymous Actor" within the study. In addition, they were 

informed that they could at any time of the interview refrain from answering a question and that they 

had the possibility to opt out of the study at any time during or after the interview. Furthermore, the 

interviewees were asked whether want to have the transcripts of the interviews sent to them to confirm 

or not and their wishes were respected and followed. All the voices and opinions of the interviewed 

actors were listened to and valued. In the chapters capturing the results and analysis, many citations 

were used in order to minimize a potential bias in the presentation.  
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5. Empirical Results 

Uppsala consists of a large number of actors and stakeholders that make up the system. In order to 

understand the different actors and their roles within Uppsala, some of the most relevant actors dealing 

with CE need to be defined. Fig. 3 was developed to show the relevant actors influencing the CE 

development within Uppsala. While actors within the EU and the state of Sweden have to be 

mentioned, they have not been considered within the study since the focus is limited exclusively to the 

city of Uppsala. 

 
Fig. 3. CE related actors in Uppsala.  

 

Within Uppsala, the following categories of actors having impact on the CE have been identified: the 

Kommun, businesses, NGOs, the university and citizens. NGOs, the university and other research 

institutions as well as citizens have also been neglected within this study. The chosen actors that will 

be looked into in more depth are Uppsala Kommun as well as the business actors, depicted in orange 

within Fig. 3. 

 

5.1. Municipal Actors  

5.1.1. Uppsala Kommun 

Uppsala Kommun is in charge of the city administration and a number of tasks that go along with it. 

Examples of the areas of responsibilities include, among others, the waste management, schools, 

elderly care, and libraries. Of course the waste management directly relates to CE, but the Kommun 

can also influence other fields of responsibility with policies and measures that aim to increase 

circularity and sustainability.  

 

As previously described, Uppsala Kommun is implementing a large variety of sustainability measures. 

As mentioned by Vidmark (2019), the mission of Uppsala Kommun implies that "the political goals 

are all the 17 development goals that are integrated in our main steering documents". He also 

highlights the interrelations between the SDGs by saying: "I usually see the 17 goals like a carpet. If I 
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lift up somewhere, if I start working with education all the other goals come with it. So you can't pick 

only one" (Vidmark, 2019). Another goal of the Kommun is that Uppsala is a "fossil free and climate 

friendly Kommun that upholds the Agenda 2030" (Vidmark, 2019). Vidmark (2019) states that it "is 

not very hard to achieve the 2030 goals because we are so much in front". In line with this, Uppsala 

aspires to become a leading city "globally, nationally and of course locally, when it comes to 

sustainability work. And we are actually getting there" (Vidmark, 2019).  

 

In relation to the Uppsala Kommun's organizational structure around sustainability, Vidmark (2019) 

explains that the Kommun has three stand-alone departments working with strategic sustainability. 

There is one department relating to the ecological, one for social and a third for economic 

sustainability. Even though they are separate departments, they try to work together early in the 

process of developing projects in order to combine the three pillars of sustainability. "We can maybe 

find the solution that can contribute to all perspectives without making conflicts. And that's been quite 

fruitful" (Vidmark, 2019). As described by Vidmark (2019), this collaborative process has so far 

proven to be successful. In addition, Uppsala Kommun's sustainability departments are "in the head of 

the municipal organization" and therefore work together closely with the mayor and director of 

Uppsala city (Vidmark, 2019).  

 

Vidmark (2019) replies to the question, whether Uppsala Kommun works with the term CE, that the 

concept of CE is known within the organization and that there are some projects running under the 

term. Internally within the Kommun, there are projects aiming for the circularity of office materials 

and furniture. Furthermore, there are on-going projects going on aiming at increasing circularity 

within paper and plastic packaging to improve the recycling rate. In order to achieve this, the 

Kommun, in cooperation with the national collection system, is trying to make the waste separation 

process easier (Vidmark, 2019). One of the main sustainability-related initiatives by Uppsala Kommun 

is the Uppsala Climate Protocol, which "is a co-operation between municipal companies in Uppsala, 

universities, region, county and so on" (Vidmark, 2019). "So we are trying to get companies to work 

together to see different kinds of co-operations". Within the Uppsala Climate Protocol, there is an 

entire sub-theme dedicated to the production and CE (Uppsala Kommun, 2019b). 

 

The Kommun works with the "waste stair" framework, which showcases, similar to the waste 

hierarchy, the different steps that waste can go through and how it can be dealt with. According to 

Vidmark (2019), "this waste stair is actually an obstacle today. Because it doesn't open up for 

innovation." Since the waste stair defines the moment when something becomes waste, it can become 

impossible to use it as a resource afterwards. He furthermore argues that the waste stair is a big 

obstacle especially when it is taken as a basis for policies and regulations (Vidmark, 2019).  

 

The protocol leads to local networks between the Kommun and other actors in the city. In addition, 

Vidmark (2019) names more co-operations that the Kommun is working with. As an example, he 

names a project relating to plastic: "we have a goal for 2030 that all new plastic in the municipality 

should be fossil free or renewable" (Vidmark, 2019). Within this project, Uppsala Kommun is working 

together with Norrköping, Linköping and Eskilstuna Kommun (HV). Another co-operation of Uppsala 

Kommun is with the European Commission, who is funding some projects in relation to CE (Vidmark, 

2019).  

 

While there are some projects going on relating to CE, Vidmark (2019) states that "in Uppsala, the 

climate change issue is the main work". He acknowledges that the different sustainability goals are 

interconnected but "when we have a conflict between targets, we always let climate go first. That's the 

strategy" (Vidmark, 2019).  

 

Furthermore, Vidmark (2019) states that the Kommun sees "CE as a tool or a way towards other 

targets. It is not a target in itself. It is a way of getting there." He also mentions that the concept "has to 

be more pronounced or defined". When being asked how a circular future would look like and differ 

from today's world, Vidmark (2019), mentions a number of aspects: "I think we will see less cheap 

imports, more of cooperation between private citizens, borrowing a tool that you use maybe one or 

two times a year you can share." While the transition to this kind of thinking is already starting, 



 20 

Vidmark (2019) expects to see more of it in a circular future: "Vehicle pools, bicycle pools and so on. 

Less of ownership and more of collaborative economy". In addition, HV mentions that in a circular 

future "we will be more aware of the products we are buying in different ways, environmental and 

social and so on" (Vidmark, 2019).   

 

When talking about the different actors and their roles to achieve CE, Vidmark (2019) highlights the 

importance of co-operation among the actors: "The role will be in this kind of context, to be interested 

in reaching sustainability together and to see the win-wins and not to compete in sustainability". He 

sees the role and responsibility of the actors therefore to establish how they can contribute. At the 

same time he perceives the role of citizens as more of a passive one: "As a citizen you shouldn't have 

to make the choices more or less" (Vidmark, 2019). While companies and political steering methods 

can achieve some change, the most essential actors in the transition to the CE are, in Vidmark's (2019) 

opinion, "the actors who manage to get those co-operations working, actually". HV perceives the role 

of Uppsala Kommun in line with this: "We can have a leading role and we can point out targets". 

Since the Kommun has a good overview and information on the current situation, "this makes the 

municipality in a position to set targets and then find paths to achieving that" (Vidmark, 2019).  

 

When it comes to the main challenges in achieving the CE, Vidmark (2019) mentions regulations and 

equity issues due to the globalization. "There is no way we should be more protectionist but we are 

moving problems between North and South and I don't think we have seen the consequences of that 

fully yet" (Vidmark, 2019). He also names industrial design as essential sector for achieving the CE. 

5.1.2. Waste Management 

There are multiple ways in which Swedish Kommuns organize their waste management. Uppsala is 

one of 55 municipalities that employ a company that is owned by the Kommun to handle the 

management of waste (Avfall Sverige, 2018). Uppsala Vatten och Avfall (UVA) is the responsible 

actor for recycling and the management of the household waste within Uppsala. UVA is only 

responsible for the household waste and the company waste is being taken care of by other private 

companies, such as Ragn Sells (Vidmark, 2019). In addition, UVA operates a biogas manufacturing 

plant, which contributes to energy recovery. Within UVA, the CE related activities, such as waste 

treatment, recycling and biogas manufacturing are managed within the department "Avfall" (Uppsala 

Vatten, 2019). The activities in relation to water that UVA is operating are not looked at within this 

study. 

 

UVA is steered by a board consisting of officials from the Kommun, who set the goals and strategies. 

Most of the organization is funded by tax money, except the biogas plant and the Hovgården, a waste 

collection facility. Those two institutions are treated as a separate company and are responsible for 

their own profit while still being steered by the Kommun (Mårtensson, 2019).  

 

The mission of UVA can be translated to "clean water and clever recycling for a sustainable world in 

growing Uppsala" (Hedlund, 2019). In addition, UVA is a member of Avfall Sverige, whose goal is 

that "there is no waste. It's all resources" (Mårtensson, 2019). The same goal also applies for UVA.  

 

Apart from their usual tasks, UVA works on a number of sustainability-related projects, most of which 

are also in the area of CE. One of the big projects is the exchange of plastic bags to paper bags for the 

disposal of food waste. In addition, some campaigns aiming towards the reduction of food waste are 

being implemented: "we have a goal that the dialogue should start with not throwing away food 

because that's the main thing" (Mårtensson, 2019). In order to make the separation of waste easier, 

UVA is also working on a project that aims at collecting and separating packaging closer to the 

household (Mårtensson, 2019).  

 

Within Uppsala's Avfallsplan (waste management plan), the vision and goals for the future are 

outlined. The current Avfallsplan for Uppsala is covering the years 2014-2022. The Kommun has 

identified two main areas within this document, in which goals should be reached until 2022. Firstly, 

the resource efficiency and environmental impacts of the waste management should be improved. 
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Secondly, the social aspect of waste management is targeted. This implies that Uppsala's waste 

management should improve in terms of working conditions for the workers and the provision of 

services to the inhabitants (Uppsala Vatten & Uppsala Kommun, 2014).  

 

Uppsala is, in addition to implementing the local measures, also subject to Sweden's overall waste 

management strategy. Sweden takes into account the waste hierarchy principle when dealing with its 

management. In line with the respective EU legislations, Sweden therefore aims for the reduction of 

waste and hazardous substances within waste. The main responsibility of this is on the municipal level 

as well as on businesses but Avfall Sverige, the Swedish Waste Management Association, also 

supports it (Avfall Sverige, 2018). One big initiative in relation to waste reduction is the "Miljönär" 

label, which is awarded to those companies working with waste reduction in terms of repairing, 

reusing or sharing. In Uppsala, there are a total of 11 shops that have been awarded the label (Avfall 

Sverige, 2019). A new initiative by Avfall Sverige now focuses on the reduction of the waste 

occurring at the production stage, which is usually invisible to consumers.  

 

There are a number of waste treatment options that Sweden is using for its waste, namely recycling, 

biological treatment, composting of food waste, energy recovery and landfill disposal. Especially 

outstanding is the fact that around half of the waste is put in the energy recovery process, making this 

the most used treatment option. A third of the accumulated waste is recycled and 15% are biologically 

treated. Half a per cent of Sweden's waste is disposed of in a landfill, which relates to waste that 

cannot be disposed of differently (Avfall Sverige, 2018). While these numbers are depicting the 

countrywide waste treatment options, it can be assumed that Uppsala's waste treatment follows similar 

patterns. 

 

Within their work, UVA co-operates with many different actors. Firstly, UVA is, as previously 

mentioned, part of Avfall Sverige, the Swedish Waste Agency. Secondly, UVA works with other 

companies working with the collection of specific waste streams. As examples for this Mårtensson 

(2019) and Hedlund (2019) name Förpacknings & Tidnings insamling, dealing with producers 

responsibility of packaging, and El-Kretsen, responsible for the disposal of electronic waste. Lastly, 

UVA is working with other municipalities: "it depends on who do you think is in the front and then 

you seek co-working with them" (Mårtensson, 2019). At the moment, UVA is working with Norrtälje 

Kommun, who is a pioneer in the dealing with food waste. In addition, there are some projects for 

closer collaboration between the different actors within the Kommun going on, especially on food 

waste: "we are also going to the Kommun tomorrow and talk about how we can work more together 

on this subject" (Hedlund, 2019). 

 

When being asked about how a circular future would look like, Mårtensson (2019) imagines a world 

that is more local. "You need to look at your neighbour and maybe you can grow something together. 

And I guess this will make us more secure" (Mårtensson, 2019). Hedlund (2019) also points out that in 

a circular world, "you know where everything is coming from".  

 

Mårtensson (2019) argues that the most important actor for the transition towards the CE are the 

individuals themselves: "We have to start with ourselves because the businesses won't change, the 

politicians won't change until they see that if you're going to have my vote next time you need to 

change". She also mentions that "even the politicians are individuals" (Mårtensson, 2019), which 

shows her belief in the importance of individuals. Mårtensson (2019) and Hedlund (2019) see the role 

of UVA twofold: Firstly, Hedlund (2019) states that "we can be a role model". Secondly, Mårtensson 

(2019) points out that UVA has to "make it easier that if you want to go to a CE then we are in the 

middle of it". UVA thereby enables the other actors to make the right choices to achieve circularity of 

materials by providing the necessary recycling services.  

 

Both Mårtensson (2019) and Hedlund (2019) are convinced that the biggest challenge for achieving a 

CE "is the market and the on-going business as usual" (Mårtensson, 2019) and that "it all comes down 

to money" (Hedlund, 2019). Mårtensson (2019) also points out that "we need to change the system" if 

we want to achieve a CE. 
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5.2. Business-Related Actors  

Businesses play an essential role for CE. Within the business sector, different types of businesses need 

to be distinguished. Firstly, there are businesses whose entire model is centred on the CE. Examples 

for this are, among others, sharing models, second hand shop or repair shops. They actively contribute 

to reduction of waste and reuse of materials. Secondly, businesses producing circular products also 

play an essential role by providing the consumers with circular options. Lastly, ordinary businesses 

with a different focus are also essential for CE. They can make decisions to enhance circularity on 

every step of their supply chain, within their production as well as in their waste management 

practices (Ghisselini et al., 2016). Another distinction between businesses can be made in line with 

their profit-orientation, between for-profit and non-profit businesses. 

5.2.1. For-Profit Businesses 

One example of a for-profit business that is working towards CE in Uppsala is the start-up Leafy-

Made. The company was founded in Uppsala in 2018. The start-up produces disposable plates and 

planters that are entirely made out of natural materials and are 100% biodegradable. LeafyMade 

therefore sells a circular product that does not leave any waste within the production process as well as 

during the disposal. The plates are made out of leaves and the planters consist of coconut fibre. Instead 

of using glue to build the products, the leaves are being sewed together with biodegradable thread, 

which makes the product biodegradable. The plates and planters are being produced in Odisha, a state 

in India (Mehta, 2019). Mehta (2019) explains that he derived the idea for LeafyMade "from the 

Indian tradition were we still use leaves to eat food". As his motivation to start the business, he states 

that during his PhD studies he was "there in the research world but I was mostly in one room so I 

wanted to go out and do something" (Mehta, 2019). This is why Mehta (2019) started going to 

entrepreneurial workshops organised by Drivhuset and the Uppsala Innovation Centre after the 

completion of his PhD in 2017 and ultimately founded LeafyMade. He describes the mission of 

LeafyMade as "in the domain of disposables, and all the materials should be natural and it should be 

biodegradable. This means that it should follow a circular lifecycle and that it should go back to 

nature" (Mehta, 2019). He carries on to describe the company's goal "to be something like IKEA of 

disposable products." and "we want to have lots of different kinds of products, new materials and 

those things. And then we want to be universally available as well and the other part is that we want to 

source from local forests" (Mehta, 2019). Furthermore, LeafyMade's products "should not involve 

much complex process to make. The more complex industrial processes before and after, then is it 

again not very sustainable" (Mehta, 2019). Concerning the company's social goals, Mehta (2019) 

especially mentions the large workforce that is needed for, particularly, the production of the plates. 

"Now we have 200 women in a training centre that is made and constructed by the government and the 

day-to-day operation is run by the NGO. We buy their products at better prices and better salaries, 

better work conditions" (Mehta, 2019). 

 

LeafyMade is partially owned by Uppsala University Holding and SLU Holding as well as by two 

private investors. Especially SLU plays an important role, since LeafyMade's mission implies to only 

source from local forests and the university is assisting with that. Apart from that, the company also 

works together with the Uppsala Innovation Centre, Uppsala University Innovation and Drivhuset, 

who help start-ups in their early stages.  

 

CE plays an important role for LeafyMade. As Mehta (2019) mentions: "for us, we define CE as 

where it started, if it goes back to there without leaving anything, then it is a complete circle". He 

continues by saying, that "the only waste we generate is when we make the leaf, the remaining parts 

when we cut it", which can afterwards "be used as a fertilizer, biomass or it can be used to produce 

energy, biofuel". LeafyMade therefore operates with a circular product that is at the core of their 

business activities. He also states that "when we go out and talk about it we always talk about the 

circular lifecycle" (Mehta, 2019). Mehta (2019) also mentions that "we are a bit small and we 

understand that. We can't do things alone." This is why LeafyMade promotes the cooperation between 

different actors and competitors: "we need more actors, more players, more different businesses. (...) 

There is a big enough problem to tackle" (Mehta, 2019). In addition, Mehta (2019) explains that 
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LeafyMade takes additional initiatives: "we are creating sustainability awareness and we go to schools. 

(...) So what we do there is to talk about the UN sustainability goals, talk about sustainability and 

create buzz about sustainability, it's about consumer behaviour. Why we started with these kids is 

because they are in the right position, they are about to enter the mainstream; they will cast their vote; 

they will do something in their life as a professional.(...) And then it makes a nice environment and 

that would be very long-lasting, even if we as a company may live or not" (Mehta, 2019).  

 

When it comes to imagining a circular future, Mehta (2019) sees the change in a twofold way: "on the 

one hand it's the environment why we are doing the CE but then it will do so much good for the 

economy as well. There will be new raw materials from waste that you can actually make money out 

of. That would be good for business and people". Mehta (2019) also mentions that today when " we 

look out for ourselves, we tend to ignore the environment in order to make our life better. But if the 

CE is achieved probably both will benefit and probably not at the cost of each other" and "if we 

complete the circular lifecycle both parties can win, the humans can win and the environment can win" 

(Mehta, 2019).  

 

When it comes to the role of various actors, Mehta (2019) points out that "in the Northern countries, 

where the consumers are very much aware, they want to change. Like I said, they sometimes fail to 

find options" and "consumer awareness is very important because if the consumer makes a demand 

(...) then the business guy is always looking for an opportunity where he can make a new product or 

where new money can be made". Also when it comes to governmental actors, he states that "the 

government is also part of the people, they come out of the people. So if consumers make enough 

demand they have to make laws and start things, like the EU banning single use plastics". Overall he 

concludes: "I think it all comes from the individuals" (Mehta, 2019).  

5.2.2. Non-Profit Businesses 

In contrast to LeafyMade and other for-profit businesses, many non-profit businesses also contribute 

to CE. Especially second hand shops play a big role in Sweden and in Uppsala. As previously 

mentioned, Uppsala is home to a large number of students, many of which only stay in Uppsala for a 

limited amount of time. This leads to the circulation of large amounts of materials such as furniture or 

clothes. Second hand shops play a large role in the redistribution and reuse of those products. In 

Uppsala most of the renown Swedish second hand chains, such as Myrorna, Erikshjälpen or 

Stadsmissionen, can be found in addition to some smaller privately run ones.  

 

The second hand shop Ge Vidare is run by the church Korskyrkan. Siverman (2019) explains that "it is 

non-profit. The church has contributed with a lot of money when they started up but we are trying to 

get it running by itself now. Whenever we get income we are passing it forward to people that need 

help." In addition, the clothes that have not been sold are being donated to those who cannot afford to 

buy clothes. The organisation has two goals. Firstly, Ge Vidare has a social goal of integrating people 

that have problems working or finding work: "our staff is maybe coming out of a sickness or 

depression or they have a hard time with some physical hardship" (Siverman, 2019). Secondly, the 

organisation works on the circulation of materials by working to upcycle, reuse and recycle used 

products. Also the anonymous second hand shop is working as a non-profit organisation with the goals 

"to bring so much money in that we can send money out in the world to countries that need it" 

(Anonymous Actor, 2019). Even though both shops play a big role within CE, the term itself is not 

very spread within the sector yet. Siverman (2019) states, though, that "it is more up and coming 

now". 

 

Since there are many second-hand shops in Uppsala, Ge Vidare and other shops are currently building 

a network of second-hand shops in order to help each other out and to cooperate. One of the issues that 

are being discussed within the co-operations is the fact that "people in Uppsala like to give to second 

hand shops but they don't like to shop second hand". As a goal of the co-operations Siverman (2019) 

explains that "we want to get it into the common Uppsala person to think about second hand before 

shopping new stuff". The main challenge for this is that "customers are getting more and more picky 

and they want stuff to look new" (SS). Also the Kommun initiated a co-operation with Ge Vidare. 
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Their plan is to "do a brochure to spread the word about all the second hand stores here and where we 

are at the waste stairs" (Siverman, 2019). 

 

When it comes to imagining a circular world, Siverman (2019) notes that "there needs to be a change 

of mind in every person" and that "if we really need to change then it needs to come from the bottom". 

In addition, she points out the importance of co-operation: "me or us alone cannot make the change but 

together we are stronger" (Siverman, 2019). In line with this, also the Anonymous Actors (2019) states 

that "the government has to put out some basic things but as an individual we all have the 

responsibility today" and "I think the community has to more highlight this. Because we can't do 

anything by ourselves" (Anonymous Actor, 2019). Overall, Siverman (2019) and the Anonymous 

Actor (2019) agree that the individual is the most important actor for enabling a change towards the 

CE, that awareness needs to be raised and that co-operations need to be encouraged.   
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6. Analysis  

Within this chapter, the results will be analysed in line with the conceptual frameworks and the matrix 

for data analysis.  

6.1. Municipal Actors 

6.1.1. Uppsala Kommun 

Understanding the underlying ideology and mission of Uppsala Kommun requires the application of 

the AAA framework on the results. To begin with, the sustainability-related agenda of the Kommun is 

to become a leading city in terms of sustainability. A focus is thereby put on climate mitigation and 

the implementation of the SDGs. The scope of reaching the goal of being a leading city is put on all 

levels, from local over national to global. Furthermore, the arena that the Kommun operates in within 

Uppsala is the political setting, which is dependent on the municipal elections that are being held 

every four years. After the last elections in 2018, Uppsala is now run by a coalition of the Social 

Democratic Party, the Liberal Party and the Environmental Party (Uppsala Kommun, 2019). The 

scope of influence within this arena is large and the Kommun has impacts on the lives of many people 

as well as on a large number of institutions. Since the Kommun has a broad scope of influence, which 

reaches from waste management over schools to elderly care and libraries, the decisions made on this 

level has great impacts on the lives of the inhabitants. Since Uppsala is home to over 200 000 people 

(Uppsala Kommun International, 2019), the Kommun is working in a large arena. The third and final 

point that needs to be analysed in relation to the AAA framework is the alliances that the actor is 

entering into. Uppsala Kommun has a number of co-operations on-going that work on different levels. 

To begin with, there are alliances within the Kommun itself. The different departments working with 

sustainability are co-operating on a daily basis in order to successfully work towards SD. In addition, 

the departments are in close relation with the mayor and the director of the city, which allows for more 

exchange within the Kommun. Secondly, since the waste management is managed by the Kommun, 

they are directly working together and co-operating with UVA. Uppsala Kommun is working to 

increase the co-operations among the different actors within the city and have therefore released the 

Uppsala Climate Protocol. This project is not only aiming to increase the networks between actors but 

also establishes connections between the Kommun and the actors. Siverman (2019) also mentions the 

co-operation between the Kommun and second hand stores with the aim to promote second hand in 

Uppsala. Furthermore, Uppsala Kommun is collaborating with other municipalities. Vidmark (2019) 

mentions the co-operations with Norrköping, Linköping and Eskilstuna as an example in relation to a 

specific project. Uppsala Kommun co-operates also with other municipalities for other projects. On 

the broader scale Uppsala Kommun also works together with actors from the state of Sweden and the 

EU, such as the European Commission, since they receive funding from those institutions as well. To 

sum up, the actors within Uppsala Kommun act within the political arena and with the aim to position 

the organization as a globally leading sustainability city. At the same time, the Kommun co-operates 

with a large number of actors that work on all levels, from local to global.  

 

When it comes to the Kommun's role within CE, three points are analysed. These include the level the 

organization operates in, the R's that are worked with as well as the role the Kommun plays in relation 

to the inputs in the system, which are materials and resources, and outputs like waste and pollution. 

Uppsala Kommun is the municipal actor and responsible for the governance of the city. The Kommun 

therefore works on the macro-level and is the relevant player for the achievement of a CE within the 

city. Since the Kommun has a large variety of responsibilities and areas of impact, they works with all 

aspects of the R framework, namely reduce, reuse, recycling and recover. Firstly, there are a number 

of projects on-going that aim to reduce waste generation and promote reuse. This can be seen by the 

co-operations that Uppsala Kommun enters into with local actors, such as second hand shops, with the 

aim of promoting reuse of materials and reduction of waste. Furthermore, the Kommun is also in 

charge of the waste management and has therefore also the responsibility of the recycling processes 

within Uppsala. In line with this, the Kommun is leading some specific projects in relation to 

increasing the recycling rate. Since UVA, as part of the Kommun, operates a biogas plant, Uppsala 

Kommun also contributes to the recovery aspect of the R framework. Uppsala Kommun has a number 
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of different roles and responsibilities within CE, which also implies that they work both with inputs as 

well as with outputs. Uppsala Kommun is in charge of outputs by controlling the waste management 

and transforms outputs into inputs by recycling and producing biogas. In addition, the Kommun works 

with projects relating to different aspects of CE, such as reducing the amount of plastic waste and the 

promotion of second hand stores. This is also in line with the reduction of inputs to and outputs from 

the system. The outputs, in the form of waste that cannot be recycled and is disposed of in landfills, is 

also being taken care of by the Kommun and therefore also within their scope of responsibility. It can 

be concluded that Uppsala Kommun has a number of different roles within CE on the macro level and 

therefore also works with different aspects of the R framework and inputs and outputs.  

 

The final part of the analysis of Uppsala Kommun's role consists of the personal perceptions of 

Vidmark (2019), who, as head of the ecological sustainability department, has a lot of influence in the 

Kommun's role within CE. Within this analysis, the actor's perspectives in relation to three aspects are 

looked at: the external factors, such as supply, demand and the policy framework, the perception of the 

systemic shift and whether a bottom-up or top-down approach is more suited for the transition. When 

it comes to external factors, Vidmark (2019) sees policies as essential but at the same time argues that 

one of the biggest challenges for the achievement of CE is the current policy and regulation 

framework. Especially the waste stair framework can limit the possibility of achieving more circularity 

since it determines the point in time when a material becomes waste and it consequently cannot be 

used as a resource again (Vidmark, 2019). In relation to the role of supply and demand for CE, 

Vidmark (2019) mentions that "as a citizen you shouldn't have to make the choices more or less". This 

implies that the demand does, in Vidmark's (2019) opinion, not play an essential role for the transition. 

When it comes to the systemic aspect of CE, Vidmark (2019) argues that "the transition to this kind of 

thinking is already starting". In addition, Vidmark (2019) sees the transition to a CE affecting the 

current system mainly in relation to imports, increasing co-operation and sharing economy. All of this 

would be possible within the current economic system and a large-scale transition would not be 

necessary in order to achieve this. As mentioned before, the overarching theme that Vidmark (2019) 

mentions multiple times is the co-operation between the different actors. Rather than supporting a top-

down or bottom-up approach, Vidmark (2019) argues that the co-operations are the key to achieving a 

transition towards CE. Since Uppsala Kommun plays a big role in establishing those relationships and 

networks, Vidmark (2019) perceives this role as the most important one.  

 

6.1.2. Waste Management 

The second municipal actor looked at within this study is UVA. When analysing this actor in relation 

to the AAA framework it needs to be mentioned that, since UVA is steered by the Kommun, the 

Kommun's agenda also plays a role for UVA. The goal is therefore to become a leading Kommun 

within the sustainability field locally, nationally and globally. As a member of Avfall Sverige, UVA 

also aligns with their goal that states, "that there is not waste. It's all resources" (Mårtensson, 2019). 

As UVA's own agenda, Hedlund (2019) states that is to contribute to a sustainable Uppsala by 

providing "clean water and clever recycling", especially in relation to the growth of the city. The arena 

that UVA is working in is, while being subject to the political arena due to the organization being 

managed by Uppsala Kommun, the waste management sector. This sector impacts every citizen in 

Uppsala and has therefore, like the Kommun, a very broad scope of influence. As last part of the 

analysis of the AAA framework, the alliances that UVA also enters into are looked at. Since UVA is a 

large organization, it co-operates with many different actors in and outside of Uppsala. To begin with, 

UVA is steered and mostly funded by Uppsala Kommun. The two organizations are therefore co-

operating very closely.  UVA is also part of Avfall Sverige, which is the association of waste 

management in Sweden. Furthermore, UVA works together with a number of companies that take care 

of the management of specific waste streams. As examples, Hedlund (2019) and Mårtensson (2019) 

mentioned Förpacknings & Tidnings insamling, responsible for the disposal of packaging and 

newspapers, and El-Kretsen, dealing with electronic waste. Similar to Uppsala Kommun, UVA works 

together with other municipalities in Sweden. The aim of these networks is to co-operate with 

pioneering Kommuns in certain fields and to exchange knowledge. Lastly, also in line with the 

Kommun, UVA has some initiatives on-going that aim to promote, for example, second hand shops 

(Siverman, 2019). To conclude, UVA operates with the aim to provide Uppsala with clean water and 
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recycling in order to enhance sustainability in the municipality. Since the arena UVA is working in is 

broad and touches upon many people and actors, the alliances are numerous and with a large amount 

of different actors.  

 

As the next step, UVA's role within CE is determined. Since the organization operates on the city 

level, it is, like Uppsala Kommun, working on the macro level of CE. UVA is playing an essential part 

for the circularity within Uppsala city on this level. When it comes to the R framework, UVA directly 

works with recycling and energy recovery: UVA's core activity is, in the waste department, to conduct 

the recycling activities. In addition, the biogas plant transforms biomass, such as food waste, into 

energy. Since the organization implements additional promotion and information initiatives in relation 

to second hand shops, UVA also indirectly works with the reduce and reuse concepts. Regarding 

UVA's involvement in the inputs in and outputs of the system, the organization is working with some 

different aspects. Since UVA mainly works with recycling and biogas, the main focus lies on the 

transformation of outputs in the form of waste into inputs in the form of secondary materials or 

energy. The remaining amount of waste, which is being disposed of in a landfill, is also in being taken 

care of by UVA.  

 

When it comes to the perceptions of Mårtensson (2019) and Hedlund (2019), they agree on some 

viewpoints in relation to external factors, the systemic approach and the bottom-up versus top-down 

debate. To begin with, they agree that the demand for circularity is the essential external force in order 

to achieve a transition to the CE. They argue that "we have to start with ourselves because the 

businesses won't change, the politicians won't change until they see that if you're going to have my 

vote next time you need to change" (Mårtensson, 2019). Mårtensson (2019) and Hedlund (2019) do 

not mention any aspects in relation to the importance of supply factors or the policy and regulatory 

framework to achieve CE. When it comes to the systemic approach of CE, Mårtensson clearly states 

the importance of a systemic shift in order to achieve a circular future: "We need to change the system 

how we work". At the same time, she sees this also as the biggest challenge for the implementation of 

the concepts: "the challenge is the market and the on-going business as usual because it is really, really 

hard to get out of the tracks" (Mårtensson, 2019). Hedlund (2019) agrees to this by saying that "it all 

comes down to the money". Lastly, Mårtensson (2019) and Hedlund (2019) favour the bottom-up 

approach for the transition. They see that the main responsibility is within the individuals themselves 

and  that, in line with their perception of the importance for the demand factors, they are the key to the 

transition. This implies that, in their opinion, the change should occur from the bottom up by 

increasing citizen awareness and encouraging actions rather than from the top down through political 

actions. 

 

6.2. Business-Related Actors 

6.2.1. For-Profit Businesses 

As an example of a for-profit business working with CE, the start-up LeafyMade is looked at. Also 

this actor's ideology can be analysed in relation to the AAA framework. LeafyMade's agenda can be 

summarized as the desire to contribute to sustainability by making disposable products that are natural 

and biodegradable. Other goals of the start-up include local sourcing of the materials, simple 

production processes and good working conditions and payment for the employees. Since LeafyMade 

is a start-up, it is working within the business arena, specifically in the start-up and innovation field. 

Since the company is still fairly small, the scope of influence is, in contrast to the municipal actors, 

quite small. The people that are touched upon by LeafyMade are mainly the customers as well as the 

attendees of the schools that the company holds workshops at. Since the products are to this point only 

available by directly purchasing them from the company, the customers group most likely consists of 

those people that are interested in sustainability and actively look for circular products. There are, 

however, some projects going on that aim to sell the products at ordinary supermarkets, which will 

then increase the scope of influence of the company. Also the project in relation to awareness raising 

at schools is expected to grow in the future. This means that the arena that LeafyMade is working in is 

expected to be growing substantially within the near future. In contrast to the previously discussed 

actors, LeafyMade has entered different types of alliances. The main alliances in Uppsala are with 
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Uppsala University, SLU holding, and some private investors that partially own the company. Also 

different innovation centers in Uppsala closely work together with LeafyMade, such as Uppsala 

Innovation Centre, Uppsala University Innovation and Drivhuset. Outside of Uppsala, the company 

co-operates with a local NGO in Odisha, India, where the products are being produced. This NGO is 

in charge of the operational tasks in the production of LeafyMade's products as well as the employees 

in India.  

 

When it comes to LeafyMade's role within CE, it is clear that the start-up operates on the micro level. 

The circular products are, next to circular business models, a typical example of the way that 

businesses can engage in CE. The general commitment to SD of LeafyMade goes in line with Prieto-

Sandoval et al.'s (2018) analysis that environmental concern leads to higher likelihood for businesses 

to work with CE. LeafyMade is making efforts that go beyond their products to make a lasting impact 

on sustainability. Regarding the R framework, the start-up is operating exclusively with reducing 

waste. By providing compostable products that can re-enter the system in different waste, such as 

fertilizers or biomass, waste can be avoided. LeafyMade works with inputs that are aimed to be as 

sustainable as possible. This implies that the materials are biodegradable and as little processed as 

possible. Furthermore, the products lead to a transformation of output into input since the materials, as 

already mentioned, re-enter the system in the form of fertilizers or biomass. Outputs, like waste, are 

consequently also reduced.  

 

Mehta (2019) imagines a circular future to depend both on demand for circularity as well as the supply 

for options aligning with CE. Firstly, this can be seen by Mehta (2019) mentioning that "consumer 

awareness is very important because if the consumer makes a demand". Secondly, when talking about 

consumers, Mehta (2019) mentions, that they often  "fail to find options", which implies the need for 

innovation and new products. This is also the field, in which LeafyMade is active. It can thereby be 

understood that Mehta (2019) believes in the importance of both of these aspects in order to achieve 

the CE. Similar to Hedlund (2019) and Mårtensson (2019), also Mehta (2019) did not mention the role 

of the policy framework or regulations. Also the systems perspective was not explicitly touched upon 

within the interview with Mehta (2019). He does, however, explain that he believes that the CE will 

make it possible that the current situation for both the economy as well the environment can be 

improved: "on the one hand it's the environment why we are doing the CE but then it will do so much 

good for the economy as well." He goes on to explaining that "there will be new raw materials from 

waste that you can actually make money out of. That would be good for business and people" (Mehta, 

2019). These quotes show that Mehta (2019) sees the CE to be implemented within the current 

economic framework and he doesn't see the necessity of systemic change. Lastly, Mehta (2019) states 

in relation to the transition: "I think it all comes from the individuals" and, similarly to Mårtensson 

(2019) that "the government is also part of the people, they come out of the people". This shows that 

Mehta (2019) also favors a bottom-up approach to reach CE. Additionally, Mehta (2019) also 

highlights, in line with Vidmark (2019), the importance of co-operation in order to achieve the 

transition: "We can't do things alone. (...) We need more actors, more players, more different 

businesses. (...) There is a big enough problem to tackle." 

 

6.2.2. Non-Profit Businesses 

As examples for non-profit businesses, two second hand shops in Uppsala were looked at. They both 

share a similar agenda. Siverman (2019) mentions that Ge Vidare's goal is two-fold. Firstly, the 

organization aims to integrate those people that have not been able to work for some time or that have 

had problems finding work. As a second point Siverman (2019) states that Ge Vidare works on with 

upcycling and the reuse of used products. The manager of the anonymous second hand store also 

highlights the social goals, such as collecting money and donating it, as main goal of the organization. 

The arena that the two shops are operating in is the non-profit sector. While the shops do, of course, 

not have a scope of influence that is comparable to that of Uppsala Kommun or UVA, they still reach 

a remarkable amount of people. Since both shops belong to a church, a large part of the people that the 

organizations reach is within this field. Siverman (2019) also mentions that they have realized that "it 

is kind of the same type of person that comes in". This also shows that the scope could still be 

improved. This is also one of the foci of the co-operation of the second hand shops with Uppsala 
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Kommun. The Kommun has projects on-going that aim at promoting second hand and thereby aim to 

attract new customers. Apart from this, the alliances of the shops also include other second hand shops 

in Uppsala. A network has been established with the aim to co-operate and to support each other.  

 

Similar to LeafyMade, also the second hand shops are playing a role within the micro level of CE. In 

contrast to the start-up, the second hand shops follow a circular business model that is aimed at the 

reuse of materials and products. The areas of the R framework that are worked with are therefore the 

reuse of materials and products as well as the reduction of waste that results from increasing the 

lifespan of those. Second hand shops aim to prevent materials like, for example, unwanted clothes, 

furniture or books to become waste and instead keeps them within the system. This also reduces the 

need for new materials in order to produce new products. Second hand shops therefore lead to less the 

need for raw materials as well as it reduces the waste that results from throwing away unwanted 

products.  

 

Lastly, the perceptions of the second hand actors show that Siverman (2019) as well as the 

Anonymous Actor (2019) believe in the power of individuals and see it as their responsibility to bring 

about the transition to the CE. This can be seen by the Anonymous Actor's (2019) statement that "the 

government has to put out some basic things but as an individual we all have the responsibility today". 

While this acknowledges the role of the political framework to achieve circularity, the main 

responsibility is on the individual and on the demand forces of the economy. Also Siverman (2019) 

states that "there needs to be a change of mind in every person". Neither the Anonymous Actor (2019) 

nor Siverman (2019) touched upon the systemic approach of CE and whether the transition to the CE 

requires a systemic change or whether it is possible to achieve within the current economic system. 

Lastly, Siverman (2019) takes a clear stand that "if we really need to change then it needs to come 

from the bottom", which explicitly mentions the need of bottom-up approaches for change. In 

addition, both second hand shop managers align with Vidmark (2019) and Suman (2019) in terms of 

the importance of co-operation to enhance circularity and sustainability, which can be seen by their 

statements that "me or us alone cannot make the change but together we are stronger" (Siverman, 

2019) and "the community has to more highlight this. Because we can't do anything by ourselves" 

(Anonymous Actor, 2019).  

 

6.3. Comparison 

The analysis is summarised below in Table 2. It shows that the motivations and ideologies differ 

between the actors and also presents the different roles they play in CE. Lastly, the perceptions of the 

actors in relation to a number of points can be seen.  
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Table 2. Data analysis. Red relates to the actors' underlying ideology, green to the actors' role within 

CE and blue to their perceptions of the transition to the CE. 

 Uppsala Kommun Uppsala Vatten och 

Avfall 

LeafyMade Second hand 

shops 

Agenda become a leading 

sustainability city 

contributing to SD 

by providing clean 

water and recycling  

contributing to 

SD by producing 

biodegradable 

disposable 

products 

social inclusion, 

charity while 

encouraging reuse 

of products  

Arena political arena political arena and 

waste management 

start-up and 

innovation arena 

non-profit arena 

Alliance Uppsala Kommun, 

other actors, other 

Kommuns, EU 

Uppsala Kommun, 

Avfall Sverige, 

other actors, other 

Kommuns 

Uppsala 

University, SLU, 

innovation 

centres, NGO in 

India 

other second hand 

stores, Uppsala 

Kommun, UVA 

Levels macro macro micro micro 

R's reduce, reuse, 

recycle, recover 

recycle, recover reduce reduce, reuse 

Inputs/outputs transforming 

outputs into inputs, 

reducing outputs 

and inputs, handling 

of outputs 

transforming 

outputs into inputs, 

reducing outputs 

and inputs, handling 

of outputs 

inputs, 

transforming 

outputs into 

inputs, reducing 

outputs 

reducing outputs 

and inputs 

External 

factors 

importance of 

supply 

importance of 

demand 

importance of 

demand and 

supply 

importance of 

demand 

Systemic 

approach 

no yes no unclear 

Bottom-

up/top-down 

co-operation bottom-up bottom-up, co-

operation 

bottom-up, co-

operation 

 

When looking at the different ideologies analysed with the AAA framework, it can be seen that 

especially the agenda and the arena differ among the actors. To begin with, the Kommun's agenda 

mainly aims to position them as a leading sustainability city. In contrast to this, UVA and LeafyMade 

highlight the impact on SD that they have while operating within their respective fields. The second 

hand shops focus on the social impact of their organizations and name CE and sustainability as a 

minor motivation that goes along with their business model. The arenas, in which the actors operate, 

also differ in the scope of influence. Uppsala Kommun has the biggest arena and influences the 

biggest amount of people within Uppsala directly. Also UVA works on a large scale. While their 

waste management operations impacts all of the cities inhabitants, their scope of influence is much 

more constricted than that of the Kommun, which limits the influence UVA has on its peers. 

LeafyMade works to this point on a comparatively small arena, mainly consisting of the customers of 

their products and the schools that they interact with within their projects. They hope, however, to 

increase the scope in the near future. This also applies to the second hand shops since they aim to 

increase their target audience and attract new groups of people.  

 

Also the roles of the different actors within CE vary. While Uppsala Kommun and UVA work on the 

macro level, LeafyMade and the second hand shops are examples of actors operating on the micro 

level. Due to the diverse roles of Uppsala Kommun, this actor works with all of the R's. UVA's 

activities comprise recycling and energy recovery. LeafyMade's products contribute to the reduction of 

waste and the second hand shops are active in the field of reduce and reuse. The Kommun, UVA and 

LeafyMade all work on the transformation of outputs into inputs in their own way. The municipal 

actors additionally also work with the reduction of outputs and inputs and take care of the outputs that 

ultimately leave the system. LeafyMade focuses only on the reduction of outputs but also looks into 
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the sustainability of the inputs they use. Lastly, the second hand shops also work with the reduction of 

inputs and outputs. 

 

The last part of the analysis focuses on the actor's perception of how the transition to the CE may 

come about. It is interesting to note the different standpoints from the actors. Firstly, the opinions of 

the external factors that lead to a transition to the CE differ between the actors. Generally, the demand 

for circularity is seen as the most important external factor. This has been mentioned by UVA, 

LeafyMade as well as by the second hand shops. Uppsala Kommun was the only actor advocating 

exclusively for the importance of supply and that did not put the responsibility on the consumers and 

citizens. In addition, the Kommun also criticized the policy and regulatory framework. LeafyMade 

acknowledges both supply and demand factors to be important. Secondly, when it comes to whether a 

systemic approach needs to be taken in order to achieve the CE, UVA is the only actor that mentions 

the change of the current economic system explicitly. Uppsala Kommun and LeafyMade implied that 

they see it possible that the CE can be implemented within the current economic system and the actors 

from the second hand shops did not take a stand on this notion. Lastly, UVA, LeafyMade and the 

second hand shops agree on the fact that a bottom-up approach is the most suitable for the transition to 

the CE. It is interesting to note that three out of the four actors, namely Uppsala Kommun, LeafyMade 

and the second hand shops, explicitly highlight the importance of co-operation for achieving the CE.  

 

When trying to explain this differences in the actor's perceptions, the AAA framework and the role 

that the actors play within the CE can be looked at. To begin with, the first point that is looked at 

within this study is the role of external factors, such as supply, demand and the policy framework, for 

the transition to a CE. As presented above, UVA and the second hand shops argue for the demand 

forces to be the most important ones. In contrast to this, the Kommun exclusively highlights the supply 

effects and LeafyMade mentions both supply and demand as important. The policy and regulatory 

framework has not been explicitly mentioned by most of the actors, except for Uppsala Kommun. It is 

interesting to note that the actor from the Kommun was critical about regulations and policies that may 

counteract the transition to the CE. This awareness is valuable since Vidmark (2019) is working in the 

political arena and has the possibility to influence change. While Uppsala Kommun works on the local 

level, they have valuable alliances with actors from other levels in Sweden, such as other Kommuns or 

Avfall Sverige. These networks and co-operations can be used in order to instigate a change of those 

regulations accordingly. In addition, it stands out that Vidmark (2019) does not put the responsibility 

on the citizens but rather encourages the supply side of the market to provide more sustainable and 

circular alternatives. Again, this is an interesting point to note since the Kommun is operating in the 

political arena and is therefore subject to the preferences of the citizens. LeafyMade mentioned both 

the demand and supply side to be relevant. This can be explained by the fact that the company is a 

start-up and works within the innovative arena. They therefor contribute to the provision of innovative 

solutions and play an active part in the supply side of the market. It is therefore understandable for this 

actor to, on the one side, highlight the supply side. On the other hand, they are working on the micro 

level and are therefore subject to consumer preferences and the demand of their products, which 

explains Mehta's (2019) acknowledgement of the demand forces. UVA and the second hand shops 

highlighted the demand side of the market as the most important force. Also this is explicable with 

their arena and role within CE. Similar to LeafyMade, the second hand shops operate on the micro 

level and are dependent on to the demand of the market in order to sell their products. Also UVA 

depends on citizens, even though they operate on the macro-level. On the one hand, this is because the 

citizens elect their steering board. On the other hand, they also require Uppsala's inhabitants to 

separate their waste. 

 

Also the systemic approach has been seen differently from the actors. Mårtensson (2019) from UVA 

was the only actor to specifically mention the necessity to change the current economic system for the 

transition to the CE. It is interesting to note that the other actors have not considered a large systemic 

change and see the CE being implemented within the current economic system. This aspect will be 

discussed in more detail below.  

 

When it comes to the bottom-up and top-down approach for the transition, most of the actors share the 

same view. The representatives from UVA, LeafyMade and the second hand shops all favoured a 
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bottom-up movement. As previously mentioned, those actors also acknowledge the demand side of the 

market as a force to guide the transition to the CE. Similar explanations can therefore also be found for 

their preference of the bottom-up approach, such as the dependence of their organisations on citizens 

and consumers. Again, only Vidmark (2019) from Uppsala Kommun does not take a stand on this 

discourse.  In addition, most of the actors mentioned that co-operation among the different actors is 

essential for the transition. This is an interesting point to note since this aspect does not play a big role 

within the studied literature and was hardly mentioned by the scholars.  
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7. Discussion 

7.1. Consensus on the CE? 

As various scholars maintain, (Ghisselini et al., 2016; Kirchherr et al., 2017; Korhonen et al., 2018b; 

Prieto-Sandoval et al., 2018), CE lacks a commonly agreed upon definition. As a result, this study 

developed its own definition that describes CE as "an economy that is systematically aiming to 

eliminate waste by focusing on sustainable production and consumption, closing material loops and 

taking into account the waste hierarchy with the overall goal to contribute to Sustainable 

Development". Korhonen et al. (2018b) contributes to the discussion on the lack of definition by 

calling it an essentially contested concept. This implies that, even though a common goal of the 

concept - the elimination of waste - is identified, there are diverging views of how to achieve this goal.  

 

The overarching research question for this study aimed at establishing how the different actors in 

Uppsala perceive the CE. The research question was divided into three sub-questions that jointly 

answer the main question. 

 

To begin with, the first sub-question comprises identifying the relevant actors in relation to CE within 

Uppsala. As can be seen in Fig. 3, a number of important actor groups are identified in order to answer 

this research question. These include Uppsala Kommun, businesses, citizens, universities and NGOs. 

Those actors active outside of Uppsala, such as Sweden or the EU, are not considered since they go 

beyond the scope of this study. It is also not possible to look at all of the actors of Uppsala within this 

study, which is why the municipality and businesses are looked at in more depth within this project. 

To be more specific, representatives from Uppsala Kommun and UVA were chosen within the 

municipality. As representatives of businesses, the start-up LeafyMade was studied as an example of a 

for-profit business and two second hand shops were analysed as example of non-profit businesses.  

 

The second sub-question focuses on the actor's perception of how the transition to the CE should come 

about. In order to answer this question, three aspects were looked at: the importance of external 

factors, supply, demand and the policy framework, the systemic perspective and whether it should 

occur bottom-up or top down. In order to understand the differing perceptions and underlying 

ideologies, the actors were analysed according the AAA framework and their role within CE. Sub-

question 3 is in line with this and aims at the comparison of the results of sub-question 2 in order to 

establish whether or not a consensus is reached in Uppsala. The study finds that the perceptions of the 

actors in relation to the external factors differ largely. When it comes to the systemic approach, most 

of the actors did not take a stand and only one saw the importance of a systemic change necessary. 

Lastly, three of the actors agreed on the bottom-up approach as appropriate choice for the transition. 

The latter two aspects are therefore overall perceived in a similar way, despite some disparities. The 

study therefore is to some extent in accordance with existing CE literature on a lack of consensus. 

However, some similarities of opinions can be witnessed. The study found additionally, that most of 

the actors argued for the importance of co-operation, among organisations active in the same sector as 

well as those operating on different levels and sectors. 

 

While the co-operation of organisations working in the same sector is of interest, especially co-

operation among actors operating on different levels and in different fields is an important aspect that 

many of the interviewed actors mention. As stated by Vidmark (2019), Uppsala Kommun is putting a 

focus on enhancing and that those efforts have resulted in Uppsala being a pioneering city in this 

aspect. This is confirmed by most actors mentioning and valuing co-operation. On the other hand, co-

operation between organisations can also be hindered by differing goals, motivations and profitability, 

which is a challenge that needs to be looked into further. Within the field of sustainability it can be 

argued, however, that we all work towards a common goal and that co-operation is more important 

than competition.  

 

When discussing the views of the interviewed actors, it has to be mentioned that all of the analysed 

opinions are only those of single representatives from the organisations and that there are differing 

views co-existing within the organisation. Going back to the theories of the PEO and the PEP, 
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organisations are home to numerous ideologies and motivations. This is not only to be acknowledged 

but also to be appreciated since a variety of ideologies can be beneficial for the development of the 

organisation (Söderbaum, 2008).  

 

Furthermore, it is important to mention that there are no right or wrong opinions within this 

discussion. Especially in regards to the external factors, it can be argued that all of the three forces, the 

demand and supply as well as the policies and regulations, need to align in order to make a transition 

to the CE possible. The same goes for the bottom-up and top-down approach. A mixture between the 

two approaches can be successful. Only the systemic approach can be seen as a discourse, on which a 

stand needs to be taken. When it comes to systemic transitions, there is no in-between state that can be 

agreed upon and a consensus is necessary in order to ensure that different actors work towards the 

same goal.  

 

7.2. Updating the Waste Hierarchy 

As mentioned above, the prevailing growth paradigm needs to be challenged in order to achieve the 

CE (Ghisselini et al., 2016). There is no consensus on the importance of the systemic approach among 

the actors. Since only Mårtensson (2019) explicitly mentioned the problems that come along with the 

current economic system, it can be concluded that this discourse is not widely spread yet and that its 

importance has not reached many of the decision-making actors yet. Not only do most of the 

interviewees miss to acknowledge the systemic change, also some scholars are still not recognising the 

role of the broader economic system for CE. This can especially be seen in the way that the benefits 

from the CE are presented. Some scholars, such as Kalmykova et al. (2018) and Korhonen et al. 

(2018b), still calculate those benefits in monetary terms, which reduces the positive impacts from the 

CE to its expected effects on economic growth. Since this discourse needs to be discussed among 

scholars, professionals and the public, I now propose a way to extend the R framework and the waste 

hierarchy. By updating the waste hierarchy, a concept that is widely recognised and agreed upon, the 

importance of this notion can thereby be highlighted and reach the relevant actors as well as the 

broader public. The updated waste hierarchy can be seen in Fig. 4. 

 

Fig. 4. The updated waste hierarchy adapted from Kirchherr et al., 2017; Van Ewijk & Stegemann, 

2016; Winans et al., 2017. 

 

"Reconsider" was added as the highest and most desirable step of the hierarchy, which stands above 

reduce, reuse, recycle and recover. This implies that, before aiming to reduce consumption and waste, 

reuse materials and products, recycle materials and recover energy from waste, one needs to 

reconsider the current system as well as the values that go along with it. The meaning behind this 
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concept is twofold: Firstly, the economic system needs to be reconsidered. This implies that, in line 

with Ghisselini et al. (2016), the economic growth orientation of the neoclassical system needs to be 

challenged. As discussed by Andersen (2007), Korhonen et al. (2018a), Korhonen et al. (2018b) and 

Ritzén & Ölundh Sandström (2017), endless economic growth and CE cannot be aligned for a number 

of reasons that have already been discussed. Secondly, the values that form the basis of the current 

system need to be challenged. It is necessary that all actors move from a growth- and money-oriented 

set of values to one that is based on the consideration of the environment and others human beings. As 

a result, the benefits of the CE will then be understood in terms of environmental gains and social 

improvements rather than by the monetary benefits that result from the implementation.  
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8. Conclusions 

The CE has been developed in order to counteract the make-use-waste paradigm that is prevailing in 

today's society and economic system. Despite the popularity of the concept within the past years, there 

is no definition that is generally agreed upon. The goal of the CE is to eliminate waste but the ways, 

which are taken to achieve such a transition, remain unclear and disputed. The aim of this study is 

therefore to, after identifying actors within Uppsala city that play a role in CE, to get to know their 

perspectives on how to achieve the CE. Their views are afterwards being compared in order to find out 

whether such a lack of consensus prevails in Uppsala. This is also aiming to help close the research 

gap in relation to the lack of literature of the European and macro perspective of CE.  

 

The study's results are in line with the CE literature as they underscore diverging opinions how the CE 

can be achieved. While the different aspects that were looked at had different results, this study shows 

that the lack of consensus is to some extent also the case among the actors in Uppsala. The stud 

revealed two major finding: 

 Overall, the actors disregard the need for systemic change to achieve CE, suggesting how the 

idea of sustainability transformation is yet to reach the mainstream.  

 The actors shared the view that co-operation among different actors is of great significance to 

a transition to the CE.  

8.1. Practical Implications 

Within the literature review of this study, the systemic perspective is seen as being essential for a 

transition to the CE. The results show, however, that three out of the four actor groups failed to 

mention the systemic perspective within their argumentation of how to achieve the CE. This implies 

that this aspect has so far not been acknowledged as much as necessary. In order to draw more 

attention to this aspect, the waste hierarchy was updated with an additional, overarching dimension, 

namely to reconsider the economic system and the values that go along with it. This framework can be 

used in order to promote systemic change to various actors and stakeholders. 

 

This study helps to give attention to the CE and to bring it on the agenda in the academic world as well 

as in Uppsala. It is a promising concept that has large potential to contribute to SD and should 

maintain the current attention it is receiving.  

 

Lastly, this study is of relevance to the interviewed actors. By comparing different views, the actors 

can see their perspective in relation to those of others. This may allow the actors to explore differing 

perceptions and to extend their horizon. 

8.2. Further Research 

As previously mentioned, the study is subject to some delimitations. This led to the identification of 

some areas of further research. Firstly, the number of interviewed actors was restricted due to the 

temporal limitations of this project. Future research could therefore explore the perceptions of a larger 

amount of actors in order to analyse a larger number of PEP that together make up the PEO. 

Organisations could thereby be better understood, especially in relation to their understanding of the 

transition to the CE.  

 

In addition, this study only focuses on two actor groups: municipal and business-related actors. As 

pointed out, there are a large number of other actor groups in Uppsala that also contribute to the CE. 

As next logical step to follow-up this research, other actor groups can be looked at, such as NGOs, 

universities or citizens in Uppsala. This could bring some more interesting insights in the perceptions 

of relevant stakeholders as well as in the understanding of whether a consensus on the CE, and the 

way to achieve it, prevails not only in the literature but also in practice. Furthermore, it is of interest to 

take a look outside of Uppsala and conduct a similar study with actors working in other municipalities, 

on the national levels, such as political actors and associations of Sweden, and on the international 

level, like the EU.  
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Since this study finds that co-operation as a mean to achieve the CE is perceived to be essential. 

Further research can therefore also be done in this field in order to. This can be seen in two ways: 

Firstly, this implies co-operations among organisations working in the same sector. Secondly, research 

on the co-operation for CE among actors from different levels, sectors and geographical units can also 

lead to interesting insights.  

 

To conclude, this study provides first insights in the perceptions of the actors involved in CE in 

Uppsala. Since this thesis serves as the starting point for the exploration of different actors and their 

perceptions of a transition to the CE, there is potential for continuing research that is relevant for 

scholars and practitioners alike.  
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Appendix 1. Interview guide 

Q00. Do you agree with me recording this interview? Do you allow me to use your full name within 

the study? You can opt out at any time.  

 

PART 1: personal information 

 

Q01. What is your background? 

What are your responsibilities within the organisation? 

How long have you been working at the organisation?  

Have you had different responsibilities within the organization before? 

 

PART 2: the organisation 

 

Q02. What is the goal or mission of the organisation? 

 

Q03. Can you please explain how your organisation is run and funded?  

(public, private, non-profit etc.; hierarchy etc.) 

 

Q04. What is your organisations' role within sustainability? 

 

Q05. Are you familiar with the term Circular Economy? 

Does your organisation explicitly mention the concept of Circular Economy in some way? 

 

Q06. Are there any projects on-going to get closer to CE? What's your role within CE? 

Especially within Circular Economy or resource efficiency. 

 

How is CE managed within your organisation?  

 

Q07. How does your organisation work together with other actors in order to achieve this goal? 

Within Uppsala, Sweden or the EU? 

 

PART 3: personal perceptions 

 

I want you to now imagine a future in which the CE was achieved.  

 

Q8. How does this world differ from today's world?  

Especially in terms of Consumption and Production.  

What is needed in order to achieve this world? 

 

Q09. How do you see the role of the different actors (such as the government, businesses, NGOs or 

citizens) in achieving this world?  

Which actors are the most important ones in achieving this world? 

 

Q10. Which role does your organisation play within this world?  

How did your organisation participate to achieving this world? 

 

Q11. Where do you see the problems and challenges to achieve this world? 
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