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ABSTRACT 

The Circular Economy (CE) has quickly become a very popular discourse and is considered 

to be the solution to the manifold socio-economic challenges of the Anthropocene. What this 

actually means, however, is still unclear and contested, as different actors and sectors pursue a 

different degree of ecological, economic, political and social transformation. At the same 

time, many government organisations have embraced the concept and have set ambitious 

targets for the CE, with the Dutch government setting a goal of becoming fully circular by 

2050. In this context, this paper contributes to the scholarship of CE discourse by critically 

examining what Dutch policy actors understand by the concept of CE and what this implies 

for the future of the CE in the Netherlands. This research examines the circular discourse in 

the Netherlands by means of eleven semi-structured interviews with Dutch policy actors in 

which the following five narratives are identified: (I) the Equal Collaborations; (II) the 

Circulate Raw Materials; (III) the Addictive Lifestyle; (IV) the Cross-boundary Cooperation; 

and (V) the Just Transition. The circular discourse typology of Calisto Friant et al. is put 

central in this study to analyse the five narratives distinguished. By mapping out the five 

narratives on this typology grid, this research provides insights into which type of circularity 

discourse is most strongly advocated among Dutch policy actors. The results of this study 

show that the Reformist Circular Society discourse is most firmly upheld through the 

identified narratives, which discourse offers very optimistic perspectives for the circular 

future of the Netherlands by combining economic and environmental objectives. Yet, this 

particular discourse does not adequately address all the challenges that the CE faces. By 

examining the CE discourse in the Netherlands, this research aims to contribute to a 

comprehensive and inclusive discussion on the concept of CE and reveal what circular futures 

might exist. 

 

Key words: Circular Economy, Discourse Analysis, Narrative Policy Framework, Circular 

Society, Environmental Policy Framework 
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1. INTRODUCTION  

‘’Today, we have economies that need to grow, whether or not they make us thrive; what 

we need are economies that make us thrive, whether or not they grow.’’1  

Climate change has become one of the most important challenges of our time. The UN 

Climate Change Conferences of the Parties (COP26) held in Glasgow in November 2021, is 

according to many world leaders considered to be “our last, best hope” to tackle the climate 

crisis.2 Only if massive and immediate cuts in Greenhouse Gas (GHG) Emissions are made it 

would be possible to keep global warming below the critical threshold of a limited 

temperature rise of 1.5 degrees Celsius. Next to that, the world society needs to make a 

migration to a zero-emissions economy by 2050.3 However, merely focusing on reducing 

GHG emissions is not enough either. Climate change policy should also focus on limiting the 

quantity of raw materials used in manufacturing processes, which materials are mostly based 

on fossil fuels. A transformation to a circular economy (CE) seems as a very promising way 

of realising those objectives and reducing the environmental footprint of a society, which 

concept will be put central in this research. 

The CE is a response to the problematic current Linear Economy (LE), known for its 

take-make-waste approach, and moves towards a system that is restorative and regenerative 

by design. Inspired by the cyclical model of the living world, the CE has placed systems 

thinking at the centre, with economic, environmental and social spheres seen as closely 

interconnected. By providing a systems perspective it tackles global challenges such as 

climate change, waste, biodiversity and pollution. The CE is about rethinking and redesigning 

products to maintain the circulation of products and materials and their highest value for as 

long as possible, while eliminating waste and pollution and regenerating nature. At the same, 

the CE requires a shift towards a circular system and reflection on value, consumption, user-

practises, businesses, markets, and material well-being, and poses the question of whether 

there are limits to economic growth. A final fundamental aspect highlighted here is that a 

 
1 Kate Raworth, Doughnut Economics: Seven Ways to Think like a 21st-Century Economist (Random House 

Business Books, 2017), 30. 
2 Calum Watson, “Glasgow: The Last Best Hope to Fight Climate Change,” BBC News (BBC, October 29, 

2021), https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/extra/e8vkjmttbw/glasgow-scotland-the-last-best-hope-to-fight-climate-

change. 
3 UNEP, UNEP Copenhagen Climate Centre (UNEP-CCC), “Emissions Gap Report 2021 – Key Messages,” 

Emissions Gap Report 2021, October 26, 2021, 

https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/36999/EGR21_KMEN.pdf. 
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transition to a CE cannot succeed without a transition to renewable energy and materials 

where the CE decouples economic activity from the use of finite resources. 

In recent years the concept of CE has caught the attention of many different sectors of 

society, including businesses, governments, NGOs and academia. It has quickly become a 

very popular discourse and is seen as a promising solution that can solve the manifold socio-

ecological challenges of the Anthropocene. Yet, the actual meaning, the related goals, and the 

forms of implementation of the CE are still contested, unclear and inconsistent, i.e. the 

concept is still under construction and debate.4  

1.1 Research and Aims 

The aim of this research project is to contribute to a better understanding of the plurality of 

circular visions and their complexity by studying their discourse in the context of the 

Netherlands, thus preventing the concept of CE from being ignored and discredited as a new 

form of greenwashing. This paper specifically looks at how the Dutch government 

understands the concept of the CE and how it pursues to make a successful transition towards 

a CE. The Dutch government is highly committed to the CE and has set very ambitious goals 

to achieve a CE. Those ambitions can be summarised into two general objectives for the 

Dutch CE: Firstly, it wants to halve the amount of primary raw materials used (fossil fuels, 

metals and minerals) by 2030; and secondly, it aims to have a complete CE by 2050.5 These 

national ambitions are also related to international agreements that the Netherlands should 

comply with, including the Paris Climate Agreement and the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) of the United Nations (UN). On top of that, the new Circular Economy Action Plan 

(CEAP) of the European Commission was introduced in March 2020. This comprehensive 

body of legislative and non-legislative measures is one of the main blocks of the European 

Green Deal, Europe's new agenda for sustainable growth that aims to become the world's first 

‘’climate-neutral bloc’’ by 2050.6 Next to that, the Dutch Government also makes efforts to 

raise awareness about the CE by, for example, co-hosting the World Circular Economy Forum 

+ Climate in April 2021. Moreover, the Netherlands considers itself as one of the front 

 
4 Martin Calisto Friant, Walter J.V. Vermeulen, and Roberta Salomone, “A Typology of Circular Economy 

Discourses: Navigating the Diverse Visions of a Contested Paradigm,” Resources, Conservation and Recycling 

161 (2020): p. 1-4, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2020.104917  
5 Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management, “A Circular Economy in the Netherlands by 2050 

Government-Wide Programme for a Circular Economy,” Rijksoverheid, September 16, 2016, 

https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/rapporten/2016/09/14/bijlage-1-nederland-circulair-in-2050. 
6 European Commission, “A New Circular Economy Action Plan For a Cleaner and More Competitive Europe,” 

November 3, 2020, https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:9903b325-6388-11ea-b735-

01aa75ed71a1.0017.02/DOC_1&format=PDF. 
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runners of the CE in Europe which assumption is mainly based on the fact that it recycles 

80% of its waste.7 

Remarkably, in a recent progress report on CE, the PBL (Netherlands Environmental 

Assessment Agency), in cooperation with several other Dutch knowledge institutes, 

cautiously pointed out the first signs of shortcomings in the current state of the Dutch 

transition to a CE: 

The policy efforts so far have laid a foundation and developed a structure for a circular 

economy in the Netherlands, but the Dutch economy is still functioning mainly in a 

linear way. (...) In the ICER (Integral Circular Economy Report) 2021 we therefore 

concluded that policy intensification is needed to realise the substantial ambitions of 

the Dutch government for 2030 and 2050.8 

It is not always clear what is meant by the proposed change through the circular economy and 

why this promising ideal of a new economy apparently does not deliver what it has promised. 

This study aims to better understand the discourse of the CE by focusing on what different 

policy actors understand by the supposed new environmental policy paradigm, titled the CE.9 

Till now, there is limited research on how different and even contesting circular 

discourses can influence the transition to a CE. All the different actors and sectors of society 

have their ideas and visions of how to achieve a successful transition to a CE, focusing on 

aspects they consider important and which serve their interests. These actors and sectors thus 

articulate circular discourses that correspond to their interests, whereby it is possible to 

distinguish the extent to which they integrate ecological, economic, political and social 

implications of the CE in their conceptions. Till now, the CE discourse has been dominated by 

non-academic sectors (for example, governmental organisations such as the EU and the Dutch 

Government) which are highlighting the environmental and economic benefits of circular 

business models and circular policies. However, these discourses lack a broader discussion on 

complex relationships between the CE and entropy, resources, economic growth, biodiversity 

 
7 Aldert Hanemaaijer et al., “Netherlands Integral Circular Economy Report 2021,” PBL Netherlands 

Environmental Assessment Agency, January 2021, https://www.pbl.nl/sites/default/files/downloads/2021-pbl-

icer2021_english_summary-4228_0.pdf, 5. 
8 Anne Gerdien Prins and Aldert Hanemaaijer, “Voortgangsbericht Circulaire Economie 2022,” PBL Planbureau 

voor de Leefomgeving, February 1, 2022, https://www.pbl.nl/publicaties/voortgangsbericht-circulaire-economie-

2022. 
9 Oscar Fitch-Roy, David Benson, and David Monciardini, “Going around in Circles? Conceptual Recycling, 

Patching and Policy Layering in the EU Circular Economy Package,” Environmental Politics 29, no. 6 

(December 2019): 985, https://doi.org/10.1080/09644016.2019.1673996. 
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and energy. There is a lack of a holistic and systematic understanding of the sustainability and 

social implications of the CE.10 This study considers these conceptual limitations to be very 

important because otherwise, the concept of CE runs the risk of lacking critical social 

relevance and systematic validity as well as failing to deliver what it promises, which 

inevitably leads to an inadequate response to the socio-environmental challenges of the 21st 

century.  

For this purpose, this research uses the discourse typology developed by Calisto Friant 

et al. (2020).11 This discourse typology allows to classify and conceptualise different 

circularity visions by analysing their position on fundamental political, social and ecological 

aspects. Moreover, this typology provides a basis for a more comprehensive and inclusive 

discussion on the topic and reveals which circular futures may exist. By drawing on this 

discourse typology during the research of this paper, this study seeks to reveal the Dutch 

government's vision of the CE, as well as its implications for the future of the CE in the 

Netherlands. Furthermore, to uncover the policy narratives among policy actors in the 

Netherlands regarding the transition to a CE, the Narrative Policy Framework (NPF) is 

utilised to identify the different narratives at play within the CE discourse.12 The focus point 

of this research is on the different narratives advocated by policy actors within the 

Netherlands, and what this implies for the CE discourse and policy in the Netherlands. As the 

Dutch government has set high ambitions for the CE, it is crucial to gain a better 

understanding of what is meant by CE and what is expected from CE among policy actors in 

the Netherlands. 

1.2 Research Question 

The concept of CE can be understood as a contested paradigm but at the same time has the 

potential to become the default environmental policy framework. Therefore, this study serves 

to create transparency regarding the current understanding of the concept of CE, as widely 

varying definitions of CE could lead to a collapse of the concept. This research furthers the 

development and validity of the concept by examining its discourse in the context of the 

Netherlands. More specifically, the study analyses which narratives play a role and how these 

 
10 Calisto-Friant et al., ‘’Typology of CE discourses’’, 2. 
11 Calisto-Friant et al., ‘’Typology of CE discourses’’, 12.  
12 Michael D. Jones and Mark K. McBeth, “A Narrative Policy Framework: Clear Enough to Be Wrong?,” 

Policy Studies Journal 38, no. 2 (2010): 329-353, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1541-0072.2010.00364.x. 
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influence the CE discourse and policy in the Netherlands. This is be done by putting the 

following research question central: 

Which policy narratives define the CE discourse and policy in the Netherlands, 

and what does this mean for the future of the CE discourse in the Netherlands?  

1.3 Methods 

Through eleven semi-structured interviews with Dutch policy actors, data is collected that is 

used to identify different narratives pertaining to the CE discourse. In the analysis part, this 

research explores the relationship between the policy narratives found and the different types 

of CE discourses advocated by Calisto Friant et al.13 The NPF offers the tool to organise and 

present the examination of the different narratives around CE in the Netherlands which 

uncovers and systematically compares the existing policy narratives on CE. After the different 

narratives are revealed, the second part of the analysis explores how they relate to the 

different types of CE discourses suggested by Calisto Friant et al. The use of this discourse 

typology allows this research to provide two different analytical results. Firstly, by mapping 

out the narratives on the typology grid, this research can examine what the findings mean for 

the CE discourse in the Netherlands. Secondly, it also allows exploring what the findings 

entail for the future of the CE discourse in the Netherlands, as the different types of CE 

discourses contain different visions and circular economy prospects. A more detailed 

description of the methodology of this research can be found in chapter three.  

1.4 Structure 

The first chapter is the introduction to this paper, outlines the relevance of examining the CE 

discourse in the Netherlands, and gives an overview of how this was done. The second 

chapter starts with a background on how the concept is embraced by policy makes worldwide 

and how the topic of CE relates to wider socio-ecological challenges such as climate change. 

Then it continues with a literature review which provides describes the development of the 

concept of CE, discusses the definition and its main principles, and explains why the CE can 

be considered to be a contested paradigm by discussing the main challenges it faces. The 

chapter ends with the introduction of the discourse typology framework of Friant Calisto et al. 

which is the theoretical framework central to this study. The third chapter, methodology, 

discusses the NPF which was used to illuminate the narratives among Dutch policy actors and 

explains how the interview data was collected. The fourth chapter presents the results of this 

 
13 Calisto-Friant et al., ‘’Typology of CE discourses.’’ 
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study, organised according to the NPF framework, including the five narratives identified 

among the policy actors. The fifth chapter provides an in-depth analysis of the findings of this 

research and critically discusses the implications for a circular future in the Netherlands. The 

final chapter brings all these efforts together and provides the conclusions of this study, 

including suggestions for future research and the limitations of this paper.  

1.5 Contribution of the Research  

All in all, this research illuminates how different narratives mobilise their own visions on the 

CE and why this matters for policy-making and its implementation. This study delves into the 

discourse on CE to see what ideas and assumptions underpin the ambitious CE policy in the 

Netherlands and what this means for the circular future of the Netherlands. Next to that, this 

research contributes to improving one’s understanding of how an environmental policy 

paradigm emerges and develops through the interaction of different policy actors who are 

advancing and manipulating competing policy narratives. Finally, this paper contributes to the 

scholarship that focuses on the role of discourses and narratives in relation with the 

development of the concept of the CE. It fills an important research gap as there are only a 

few studies on the CE discourse and its policies in the Netherlands. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

This chapter starts by providing some necessary background information on how 

policymakers have embraced the concept of CE before it lays out the academic literature and 

the theoretical framework of this research. This background shows how the CE has attracted 

the attention of policy-makers on international and national stages due to the important role 

the CE plays in tackling many of the socio-environmental challenges of the 21st century. It 

explains the linkages between climate change and CE as well as how multilateral institutions 

and governmental institutions are dealing with the challenge of climate change and related 

problems. What follows is an overview of how the concept of CE has developed over time 

and where CE derives from. Then the definition of CE is discussed, including an account of 

the main principles and ideas on CE in the literature of scholars and practitioners in this field. 

As becomes clear in the course of the literature review, the concept of CE is rather a 

combination of different theories and schools of thought that has become an enormously 

broad and multifaceted concept. This is followed by an overview of the most important 

challenges of the concept of CE, which shows that the CE can be considered a contested 

paradigm. This part also includes non-western perspectives on the CE, which perspectives are 

often lacking in research and policy on CE. In the final part the theoretical framework of this 

research is introduced, the circular discourse typology of Calisto Friant et al., which suggests 

four different core circularity discourse types.  

 

2.1 Policy Makers Embracing the Concept of CE  

In the last decade, the CE has received increasing attention from policymakers worldwide and 

has started shaping many research agendas as many studies point out the positive effects of 

CE innovations on climate change mitigation.14 This subchapter starts by explaining how the 

concept has acquired this attention in which the important relation to climate change and the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) is highlighted. Furthermore, this research 

acknowledges that a transition to a CE in the Netherlands does not happen in a vacuum, but is 

more likely to be managed and influenced by transboundary interactions and developments. 

Therefore, this subchapter discusses how the concept of CE has been adopted by other 

 
14 Gemma Durán-Romero et al., “Bridging the Gap between Circular Economy and Climate Change Mitigation 

Policies through Eco-Innovations and Quintuple Helix Model,” Technological Forecasting and Social Change 

160 (2020): 2. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.techfore.2020.120246. 
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countries, the circular ambitions of the EU and, finally, how the Dutch government embraces 

the concept. 

2.1.1 The CE and Climate Change  

It has become evidently clear that climate change has become a main global concern with the 

releasement of the sixth Assessment Report (AR6) of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change (IPCC) on 9 August 2021. The report provides the latest assessment of scientific 

knowledge regarding the warming of the planet, projections for future warming, and assesses 

its impacts on the climate system. The main message argues that human activities have 

unequivocally led to the warming of the atmosphere, ocean and land. Rapid changes have 

occurred and only if massive and immediate cuts in GHG emissions are made it would be 

possible to avoid a warming of 1.5 degrees Celsius.15 

Keeping global warming below the critical threshold of a limited temperature rise of 

1.5 degrees Celsius does not only imply a reduction of GHG emissions but also a migration to 

a zero-emissions economy by 2050.16 Yet, merely focusing on reducing GHG emissions is not 

enough either. Climate change policy should also focus on limiting the quantity of raw 

materials used in manufacturing processes, which materials are mostly based on fossil fuels.17 

To make a successful transition to a sustainable future, CE practises offer great potential and 

are therefore included in the United Nations Environmental Programme.18  

2.1.2 Sustainable Development Goals and the CE  

Integrating climate change and CE in foreign policies aligns with the 17 goals that have been 

adopted by all UN Members States in 2015, as part of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development. This Agenda sets out a 15-year plan to achieve those 17 goals.19 Although the 

SDGs do not explicitly mention the CE, a recent study by Schröder, Anggaeni, and Weber has 

study shown that the CE is strongly linked with several SDGs. They identified how the CE 

makes some direct and indirect contributions to the SDGs, mainly through materials 

 
15 UNEP, “Emissions Gap Report 2021.’’ 
16 UNEP, “Emissions Gap Report 2021.’’ 
17 United Nations Environment Programme, ‘’Global Resources Outlook 2019: Natural Resources for the future 

we want,’’ 2019, https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/27517/GRO_2019.pdf. 
18 UNEP, ‘’Global Resources Outlook 2019.’’ 
19 United Nations, “The Sustainable Development,’’, accessed November 15, 2021, 

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/development-agenda/. 
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recycling, remanufacturing and repair and industrial symbiosis.20 Not surprisingly,  CE is 

considered to be a relevant enabler of the United Nations (UN) SDGs, in particular the 13th 

goal related to Climate Action. Moreover, shortly after the 17 goals had been adopted, the UN 

added subgoals to each SDG, which have underlined the relevance and high expectations of 

CE even more. For example, one of the subgoals of the 15th SDG goal includes the core 

principles of circularity: ‘’By 2030, substantially reduce waste generation through prevention, 

reduction, recycling and reuse.’’21  

However, discussions regarding the CE have thus far lacked to make explicit reference 

to the SDGs, especially regarding materials recycling, employment opportunities, and 

economic growth. Next to that, only a few international policy-making organisations and 

governments have come up with integrative and detailed strategies aligning the SDGs and the 

CE. As the CE relates to many of the goals mentioned in the Sustainable Development 

Agenda, CE practices could assist in implementing the SDGs, as different scholars have 

argued.22 Moreover, according to Schröder et al., the SDGs offer an opportunity to overcome 

problems concerning self-interested political agendas and work towards a more inclusive 

CE.23 They suggest this can be done by establishing cooperation models and a closer 

connection between the Global North and the Global South. 

It is becoming evidently clear that transitioning towards a CE contributes to the 

achievement of the SDGs, which has not gone unnoticed by many governmental 

organisations. As such, the adoption of CE principles by the UN as well as the recognition of 

many national governments and the EU has contributed to an increase in the popularity of CE 

principles by policymakers. Moreover, in the new Circular Economy Action Plan of the EU, 

CE principles are seen as indispensable to implementing the 2030 sustainable Development 

Goals.24 

 
20 Patrick Schroeder, Kartika Anggraeni, and Uwe Weber, “The Relevance of Circular Economy Practices to the 

Sustainable Development Goals,” Journal of Industrial Ecology 23, no. 1 (2019): 77-95, 

https://doi.org/10.1111/jiec.12732 
21 United Nations, “#ENVISION2030 Goal 12: Responsible Consumption and Production Enable,”  accessed 

November 15, 2021, https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/envision2030-goal12.html. 
22 Schröder et al., The Circular Economy and the Global South, 204-206. 
23 Schröder et al., The Circular Economy and the Global South, 210. 
24 European Commission, “Circular Economy Action Plan.’’  
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2.1.3 Governmental Organisations and CE 

2.1.3.1 China and other Countries 

The CE principle has been adopted as a guiding principle in many countries, but the way it is 

approached and implemented varies. China issued its ‘’Circular Economy Promotion Law’’ in 

2009, which is often seen as the first real CE law since not only recycling and better waste 

management were promoted but all aspects of CE are included. They defined CE as “a 

general term for the activity of reducing, reusing and recycling in production, circulation and 

consumption”.25  Other countries, such as Germany and Japan also introduced CE policies a 

few years earlier but those merely focused on recycling and waste management practices. 

China had adopted a top-down approach, while other countries, such as the EU member states 

have taken a more bottom-up approach, to spread sustainability practices among all 

stakeholders in society 26  

2.1.3.2 The CE on the European level  

The importance and expectations of the concept of CE have received increasing attention at 

the EU level. In the last decade, different action plans and policy initiatives have been 

published by the European Commission (EC). In 2011 the EC introduced the “Roadmap to a 

Resource Efficient Europe”, and four years later in 2015 it published its ‘’Action Plan towards 

the Circular Economy’’. Recently, in March 2020 the European Commission published a new 

Action Plan for the Circular Economy (CEAP). Several legislative and non-legislative 

measures are proposed to reduce the EU’s consumption footprint and to increase the use of 

circular products and raw materials in the EU.27 The CEAP is considered to be one of the 

main building blocks for the European Green Deal, which is Europe’s new agenda for 

sustainable growth that aims to become the world’s first “climate-neutral block” by 2050.28 

The CEAP suggests a very strong relationship between the transition to a CE and achieving 

climate neutrality by 2050. Along with the aim to decouple economic growth from resource 

 
25 (Chinese National People's Congress, 2008). 
26 Roberto Merli, Michele Preziosi, and Alessia Acampora, “How Do Scholars Approach the Circular Economy? 

A Systematic Literature Review,” Journal of Cleaner Production 178 (2018): 715-176, 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2017.12.112. 
27 European Commission, “Circular Economy Action Plan.’’  
28 European Commission, “Circular Economy Action Plan.’’ 
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use.29 These developments show the EU’s fundamental interests to enable a transition towards 

the CE and substantially improve its resource efficiency.30  

Overall, since the EU publicised its action plan in 2015, it has taken a very particular 

approach to circularity characterised by high expectations. The European Commission argues 

that a transition to a more CE is not only essential for a wider transformation of industry 

towards climate neutrality but it will also contribute to the long-term competitiveness of the 

European society.31 Circularity will generate extra value and unlock economic opportunities, 

create jobs, and deliver immense material savings throughout production processes and value 

chains. 32  

2.1.3.3 CE on the Dutch Level 

The government of the Netherlands puts serious effort to tackle climate change by taking 

combined action towards climate adaptation and mitigation in which a transition towards a CE 

has the potential to reduce the environmental footprint of a society. The goal of the Dutch 

government is to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by at least 49% by 2030, as compared to 

the levels in 1990, and a 95% reduction by 2050. These objectives are laid down in the 

Climate Act which legally binds the Dutch government to comply with these GHG emissions 

reduction targets, which has been agreed upon in May 2019.33 Based on the objectives set in 

the Climate Act, the Dutch government has agreed upon a National Climate Agreement in 

June 2019. This agreement contains the agreements made with the most important sectors on 

what they will do to help achieve the set climate goals. 

This study specifically focuses on how the Dutch government understands the concept 

of the CE which has set very ambitious targets for the coming decades. In October 2016, the 

Dutch government launched a government-wide program ‘’A Circular Economy in the 

Netherlands by 2050’ in which it has set the goals of being fully circular by 2050 and using 

50% less primary raw materials by 2030.34 This programme describes how governments, civil 

society organisations and industry have joined forces to make a successful transition to a CE 

 
29 European Commission, “Circular Economy Action Plan.’’ 
30 Teresa Domenech and Bettina Bahn-Walkowiak, “Transition towards a Resource Efficient Circular Economy 

in Europe: Policy Lessons from the EU and the Member States,” Ecological Economics 155 (2019): 12-13, 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2017.11.001. 
31 Calisto Friant et al., “Analysing EU CE Policies.’’ 
32 European Commission, “Circular Economy Action Plan,’’ 6. 
33 Ministry of Economic Affairs and Climate Policy, “Climate Change,” Climate policy , accessed October 25, 

2021, https://www.government.nl/topics/climate-change/climate-policy. 
34 Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management, “A Circular Economy in the Netherlands by 2050.’’ 
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in the Netherlands. This programme is followed by a two-yearly implementation programme, 

in which the most recent version is titled the ‘Circular Economy Implementation programme 

2021 – 2023’, which monitors and assesses whether the Netherlands is still on course to meet 

the set targets and provides the government with insights and knowledge needed to adjust and 

shape policy. 35 Yet, as shown later in this chapter, there are still many challenges for the CE 

which also count for the transition to a CE in the Netherlands. Furthermore, academic 

research on the Dutch transition to a CE is lacking and therefore this paper aims to fill this 

gap by examining the CE discourses in the Netherlands that are being promoted.  

 

2.2 The Development of the Concept of CE 

The concept of CE, which originates from industrial ecology, ecological and environmental 

economics as well as corporate sustainability and management literature, has become a very 

popular concept among policymakers, especially in terms of making a successful transition to 

a sustainable society.36 The CE has received particular attention in China and Europe, as a 

result of the implementation of their government policies, but it is expected that CE will gain 

increasing importance around the world.37 The CE provides an operational vision of concrete 

pathways to establish sustainable production and consumption systems by focusing on a set of 

principles. The particular approach of the CE emphasizes the important change from the 

current linear economic model towards a more circular one that is restorative and regenerative 

by design.38 In the last decades, the concept has made some quick developments and is 

considered to be a reference point to harmonise environmental issues, economic growth and 

resource scarcity.39  

Yet, while these ideals seem very appealing and seem as having much to bring 

towards overcoming the challenges of the Anthropocene, the concept is still under 

construction and debate. As the concept of CE is more a combination of different theories and 

schools of thought it has become an enormously broad and multifaceted concept whose very 

 
35 Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management, “Updated Circular Economy Implementation Programme 

2021-2023 (Summary),” Reports, October 21, 2021, 

https://www.government.nl/documents/reports/2021/10/21/updated-circular-economy-implementation-

programme-2021-2023-summary. 
36 Thomas Bauwens, Marko Hekkert, and Julian Kirchherr, “Circular Futures: What Will They Look like?,” 

Ecological Economics 175 (2020): 1, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2020.106703. 
37 Merli et al., “How Do Scholars Approach the Circular Economy?,’’ 719 
38 Schröder et al., The Circular Economy and the Global South, 3. 
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meaning cannot easily be expressed in one or two sentences. In the following part of this 

section, the concept of CE is outlined based on a chronological overview of the development 

of the academic literature on the subject. This helps to understand where the concept comes 

from and how it has evolved into a potential but contested paradigm for environmental policy. 

2.2.1 Origins of the Circular Economy  

In the last decades, there have been formulated a variety of principles and concepts referring 

to the CE, which gives the indication that the definition of the concept is not static. The ones 

repeated most strongly throughout the literature concern ‘’regenerative design’’,40 ‘’Industrial 

Ecology’’ (IE),41 Cradle-to-Cradle’’,42 and ‘’performance economy’’,43 which show the 

concept of CE goes back to several schools of thought.44 The very reason that the CE was 

conceptualised is because of the consideration that economic growth leads to an over-

exploitation of natural resources and environmental degradation, which eventually harms the 

reproductive capacity of the biosphere.45 Based on this assumption, the CE advocates to re-

design the LE, which is characterised by the ’take-make-waste’’ principles of production and 

consumption (see figure 1).46 Within a LE, raw materials are used to make a product, this 

product is consumed and after the consumption process, the product has lost its function and 

is discarded as waste. Eventually, the product ends up as waste which cannot be reused and 

therefore more raw materials are needed. Since 1870, the start of the Industrial Revolution, 

this form of consumption has become dominant and still is. Yet, natural resources are running 

low and the production processes of consumer goods affect the environment. Moreover, the 

waste is often non-degradable and needs to be stored somewhere which is again affecting the 

environment and people as well.47  

The concepts mentioned above all try to conceptualise new economic systems in 

which they suggest closed-loop production processes instead of linear processes. In a closed 

 
40 John Tillman Lyle, Regenerative Design for Sustainable Development (Wiley, 1996). 
41 S. Erkman, “Industrial Ecology: An Historical View,” Journal of Cleaner Production 5, no. 1-2 (1997): 1-10, 
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13-14 (2007): 1337-1348, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2006.08.003. 
43 Walter R. Stahel, “The Performance Economy: Business Models for the Functional Service Economy,” 

Handbook of Performability Engineering, 2008, 127-138, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-84800-131-2_10. 
44 Ghisellini et al., ‘’A review on circular economy,’’ 14. 
45 Michael Lieder and Amir Rashid, “Towards Circular Economy Implementation: A Comprehensive Review in 
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system, there is no such thing as waste, since all the material is kept within the system which 

significantly increases the efficiency of the resource use.48 This idea of closed loops is a key 

principle of the CE and is aimed at decoupling economic activity from environmental 

pressures to overcome the problems of the LE.49 Yet, it is important to mention that the CE 

cannot be 100% circular (closed loops) due to the entropy law. Materials will degrade in 

quality and quantity each time they are used or cycled, and therefore cannot be circulated 

indefinitely.50  

Figure 1: Comparing the Linear Economy to the Circular Economy51  

 

 

 

Remarkably, there is no consensus in the literature regarding the originator or origin of the 

concept of CE because there is no clear evidence of who should be seen as the main 

contributor.52 Yet, the term appeared for the first time in a study by Pearce and Turner, two 

 
48 Ghisellini et al., ‘’A review on circular economy,’’ 25. 
49 Julian Kirchherr, Denise Reike, and Marko Hekkert, “Conceptualizing the Circular Economy: An Analysis of 

114 Definitions,” Resources, Conservation and Recycling 127 (2017): 223, 
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British environmental economists, in which they addressed the interlinkages between 

economic and environmental activities.53 They showed that a traditional economy is designed 

in such a way that it does not tend to recycle which was reflected by the very idea that the 

environment was treated as a waste reservoir. In their study, they called for the need to 

understand that the earth is to be regarded as a closed economic system: a system in which the 

interlinkages between the environment and the economy are not considered to be linear but 

circular. 54 Pearce and Turner used the law of thermodynamics (which dictates matter and 

energy degradation) to explain the necessity to shift from the traditional open-ended economic 

system towards a more circular economic system.55 They identified a closed-loop of material 

flows in the economy in which the economic system was based on the principle that 

everything should be an input to everything else, which economy system was called a CE.56 

Nevertheless, circular principles can be traced back to the study of Boulding, who advocated 

the economy as a circular system, which he considered a prerequisite for maintaining the 

sustainability of human life on earth.57 It is also conceivable that the concept has been 

inspired by publishments about the negative impact of humans on the environment and 

climate.58 For example, the report named ‘’Limits to growth’’ of the Club of Rome in 1972, 

made use of a computer simulation to show what our future will look like. They concluded 

that humanity is exhausting the earth; infinite growth on a finite planet is an impossibility.59  

2.2.2 The Emergence of the Concept of CE in Three Phases   

Different studies provide an overview of how the concept of CE has emerged throughout 

time, for example, the study of Blomsma and Brennan60 and the study of Reike et al.61 Those 

studies distinguish three different periods for the CE. (To note, those categorisations have also 

been used as input for the development of the circular discourse typology of Calisto Friant et 

 
53 David W. Pearce and R.Kerry Turner, Economics of Natural Resources and the Environment (New Yorketc: 
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al.) Firstly, ‘’the preamble phase’’ from 1960 to 1985, which is the period before the 

articulation of the concept. In this period, discussions on the ecological impact of human 

activities and resource limits were widespread. In this stage, a considerable amount of 

literature dealt with how to manage waste and recourses in which the focus was on 

technological innovations.62  

Secondly, ‘’the excitement stage’’, from roughly 1985 to 2010, is the period in which 

the concept gains momentum and where waste begins to be recognised as a valuable input to 

other processes. This is the period where environmental problems are seen as an economic 

opportunity for businesses that can profit from reputation gains and efficiency gains.63 A 

dominant framing of the idea of win-win situations for the environment and business 

operations prevailed. 

Thirdly, from about 2010 onward the concept is within the ‘’validity challenge 

period’’, which is characterised by a more critical engagement with the concept. At the 

present stage, different interpretations of the concept are available, indicating that the 

theoretical clarity of the CE concept is yet to come.64 There can be seen a renewed attention 

for retaining the value of resources and resource depletion. The fear that we cannot consume 

endlessly is growing, as is the idea that other countries should follow a different growth path 

from the Western countries because of the environmental pressure this will entail. Against this 

background, the supposedly newly idea of CE is praised for its potential to decouple 

economic growth from the use of resources. 65 In this particular phase, many inconsistencies 

arise and conceptual challenges must be resolved to prevent the concept from collapsing.66 

2.2.3 The Maturing of the CE Field 

In the last decade, the attention of academia to the subject of CE has increased, which has led 

to a proliferation of scholars’ publications on his topic.67 Several studies have attempted to 

review all the publications on CE, for example, the study of Merli, Preziosi and Acampora, 

who present a systematic literature review of the academic studies on the concept of CE.68 

Their findings show that the CE started as a concept studied in connection with industrial 
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ecology, but has now slowly acquired an independent role in the literature, mainly framed into 

studies related to environmental sustainability.69 Another outcome of their research is that 

studies on CE have mainly addressed environmental protection practices and natural resources 

management, while less attention has been paid to the implementation of the CE in the 

context of social science studies. This problematic lack of attention to the social dimension of 

the CE is pointed out by several studies, which will be addressed later in this research.70  

Regarding the geographical focus of the CE literature, most studies are focused on 

China and Europe.71 Despite the unsustainable economic development of China in the past, it 

was one of the first countries that introduced circular principles by issuing the circular-

economy promotion law in 2009. As a result, Chinese scholars dominated the CE field in the 

early stages (2004 – 2015) and focused mostly on topics in the engineering field and 

environment. Only recently, European scholars took over the lead in the CE field which made 

the focus point of study switch from the macro-level in China towards the micro-level and 

more specific case studies and particular industries.72  

 

2.3 Discussing the Definition of CE  

The CE is today a term that means different things to different people. Even though there is a 

growing understanding of what CE encompasses, it is rather difficult to fully capture CE in 

one or two sentences. The concept of CE should be considered to be a combination of various 

theories and schools of thought instead of one particular theory.73 The following part 

discusses the definition of the CE as well as the main principles defining the concept to 

acquire a better understanding of the concept entails. 

2.3.1 Defining the CE 

From 2010 on, the Ellen MacArthur Foundation started to attribute substantially to the 

development of the concept of CE, for example on theories such cradle to cradle, regenerative 

design, and blue economy, which theories all share principles related to the CE.74 They have 
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been championing the concept globally since 2010 and described the CE as a framework for 

re-designing the economy. They define the concept as follows:  

The circular economy is a systems solution framework that tackles global challenges 

like climate change, biodiversity loss, waste, and pollution. It is based on three 

principles, driven by design: eliminate waste and pollution, circulate products and 

materials (at their highest value), and regenerate nature.75  

The CE principles mentioned in the above definition offer an operational vision towards a 

sustainable economy, by providing concrete paths to sustainable production and consumption 

systems. This approach to CE also highlights the crucial importance of moving away from the 

current linear model, characterised by a take-make-waste approach, into a system that is 

restorative and regenerative by design.76   

The study of Kirchher et all., who reviewed the concept of CE based on an analysis of 

114 definitions of CE, defines the CE as follows:   

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

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

and recovering materials in production/distribution and consumption processes (…) 

with the aim to accomplish sustainable development, which implies creating 

environmental quality, economic prosperity and social equity, to the benefit of current 

and future generations.77 

Their analysis of 114 definitions is the first quantitative evidence that shows that the concept 

of CE means different things to different people. For example, they found that some scholars 

fully equate the CE with recycling while the ‘’how to’’ of CE is most commonly 

conceptualised as a combination of reduce, reuse and recycle, also known as the 3R 

framework.78 Another interesting outcome concerns the finding that practitioners often 

neglect the ‘’reduce’’ in their definition of CE, which could be explained by the idea that 

reducing leads to less economic growth and consumption.79 This is related to their finding that 
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the main objective of the CE is considered to be economic prosperity, followed by 

environmental quality.  

Furthermore, their research shows that there is a general lack of discussion of 

environmental justice and social aspects related to the concept of CE. They argue that only 18 

– 20% include social equity considerations.80 As these results show a lack of social equity, 

Friant, Vermeulen and Salomon have begun to ask critical questions about the distribution of 

economic costs and benefits, both within and between countries, and about who controls CE 

technologies and patents, issues that have received very little attention so far.81 According to 

them, answers to such questions are of vital importance and determine whether a transition to 

a CE will lead to greater social equity and global solidarity, closer communities and 

meaningful jobs or rather to increased inequality, precarity, and neo-colonialism. If those 

issues are not addressed adequately, the CE will not become a transformative movement 

benefitting the world society but end up in a lucrative industry dominated by only a few 

corporations. The French economist Thomas Piketty is a known writer who addresses topics 

related to social justice and the redistribution of wealth and has succeeded in making these 

topics more accessible to a wider audience. In his latest book, Capital and Ideology, he 

challenges the inherent accumulative tendencies of capitalism by proposing a CE that allows 

capital and property to circulate so that resources are redistributed.82 Yet, as the research of 

Kirchher, Reike, and Hekkert indicates more discussion is needed on such forms of CE to 

make a successful transition to a CE that is economically, socially and ecologically 

sustainable.  

2.3.2 Main Principles of the CE 

Circular practices mainly emerge throughout the literature by three main actions, also known 

as the 3Rs or the three Principles: Reduction, Reuse and Recycle.83 In terms of the 

‘’reduction’’ principle, it ‘’aims to minimize the input of primary energy, raw materials and 

waste through the improvement of production efficiency (so-called eco-efficiency) and 

consumption processes’’.84 This can be done by introducing simplified packaging or better 

technologies but also through a simpler lifestyle of people. As is noted by Reike, Vermeulen 

and Witjes, the principle of reduction can be approached in three different ways: producer 
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oriented, consumer-oriented or more general.85 Authors hint at different aspects, some 

focused on desired consumer behaviours, e.g. the sharing economy, while others emphasize 

using less material per unit of production.86 The latter is related to the concept of eco-

efficiency which is a business concept focused on increasing the value of products whilst also 

reducing the impact on the environment. 87  

The next principle concerns ‘’reuse’’, which can be defined as “any operation by 

which products or components that are not waste are used again for the same purpose for 

which they were conceived”.88 The activities around reuse have a very beneficial impact on 

the environment as it requires less energy, fewer resources, and less labour compared to 

activities in which new products are made from virgin materials.89 The Extended Producer 

Responsibility (EPR) is a policy approach contributing to achieving a CE within the EU and 

leads to strong incentives to, among others, reuse and recycling. It can be defined as an 

‘’environmental management strategy that makes producers responsible for organising the 

take-back, treatment and recycling of their products' waste’’.90 The ERP aims to improve the 

circularity of materials and products from the producers’ perspective by stating that the costs 

of recovery and disposal must be transferred to the procedures.  

The last principle ‘’recycle’’ refers to ‘’any recovery operation by which waste 

materials are reprocessed into products, materials or substances whether for the original or 

other purposes’’.91 Recycling activities allow concert waste into reusable material which leads 

to a reduction of the amount of waste that needs to be treated and/or disposed of, thus less 

environmental impact. One should note that the recycle option is less favoured than the other 

ones in terms of sustainability, resource efficiency and profitability.92 Although, on a practical 

level, the transition towards a CE is mostly concerned with recycling activities compared to 

the others R principles. For instance, Calisto Friant et al. have reviewed the CE policies and 

actions adopted by the EU which shows that ‘’most measures and almost all targets are aimed 
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at improving the recycling of different types of waste’’.93 In their research, they question 

whether this focus on closing resource cycles will be sufficient to address the socio-ecological 

challenges of the 21st century.94  

2.3.3 Systems Thinking  

Systems thinking has already been central from the moment the concept of CE was introduced 

and should be seen as a core principle of the CE. 95 The Ellen Macarthur Foundation (EMF) 

explains that we should ‘‘see the economic, social, and environmental spheres as intimately 

connected’’ to take on the most pressing challenges of our time such as climate change and 

environmental degradation. 96 Yet, such challenges are extremely complex and need to be 

understood from a systematic perspective. Donella Meadows, a systems expert, described a 

system as ‘an interconnected set of elements that is coherently organised in a way that 

achieves something’. The most important aspect of systems thinking is to look at how 

different parts of a system interact. For example, ocean plastic is not only the result of 

society’s reliance on single-use plastics but also caused by poor product design, consumer 

awareness, and lack of financial incentives, among others.97 Despite the perception that 

environmental and social problems resulting from the economic system can seem independent 

from one another, a system perspective can help to understand how those challenges are 

linked to one another.98  

 

2.4 CE as a Contested Paradigm 

Despite the fact the Netherlands aims to become fully circular by 2050 and that the CE has 

become a key component of the European Green Deal of the Von der Leyen Commission 

(2019-present), there are still many challenges to be met and gaps to be filled regarding 

research in the field of CE. While the CE is seen by many as the solution to the socio-

economic challenges of the Anthropocene, there are different interpretations of its meaning 

 
93 Martin Calisto Friant, Walter J.V. Vermeulen, and Roberta Salomone, “Analysing European Union Circular 

Economy Policies: Words versus Actions,” Sustainable Production and Consumption 27 (2021): 345, 
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95 Kirchherr et al., “Conceptualizing the Circular Economy,” 224. 
96 Ellen MacArthur Foundation, “Systems and the Circular Economy,” Ellen MacArthur Foundation, accessed 

April 10, 2022, https://archive.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/explore/systems-and-the-circular-economy. 
97 Ellen MacArthur Foundation, “Systems and the Circular Economy.’’ 
98 Metabolic, “Systems Thinking,” Metabolic, accessed April 10, 2022, https://www.metabolic.nl/what-we-
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which pursue a different degree of ecological, political and social transformation.99 This has 

led to the concern that the CE lacks conceptual clarity and one straightforward definition. 

According to Blomsma and Brennan, the ‘’theoretical or paradigmatic clarity regarding the 

concept of CE has yet to emerge’’.100 The following part explains why the CE could be seen 

as a contested paradigm by discussing its main challenges, gaps and limitations.  

2.4.1 Main Challenges 

The scientific literature is only now beginning to understand the social, ecological, economic 

and political implications of the CE while at the same time core challenges remain little 

research. The study by Calisto Friant et al. evaluated the main challenges and limitations of 

the CE and categorised them into five core challenges. The first core challenge concerns the 

lack of sufficient research on how a transition to the CE can lead to an absolute, global 

decoupling of environmental pressure and economic growth.101 Given the inevitability of 

entropy and the lack of evidence of absolute decoupling, one could question whether a CE can 

fully function in a context where continued economic growth is central to human progress.102  

The second core challenge relates to the complex relationships between energy, 

material resources, biodiversity and circularity. 103 Energy plays a significant role in the 

circulation of materials, for example in recycling and repairing processes. The output, the 

waste, of a production process, plays a key role in a more CE which reduces the use of fossil 

fuels. Yet, energy recovery also leads to more GHG emissions, which can possibly lead to 

difficult trade-offs. 104 Another complex trade-off concerns the fact that a transition to 

renewable energy will require a large amount of natural resources to build infrastructure such 

as solar panels, wind turbines, electric cars, etc.105 The biodiversity dimension in the above 

nexus refers to the essential balance between the need for more raw materials and renewable 

energy on the one hand, and the preservation and restoration of biodiversity on the other.106 

 
99 Fitch-Roy et al., “Going around in Circles?,” 985. 
100 Blomsma and Brennan, “The Emergence of Circular Economy,’’610. 
101 Riina Antikainen, David Lazarevic, and Jyri Seppälä, “Circular Economy: Origins and Future Orientations,” 

Eco-Efficiency in Industry and Science, 2017, 115-129, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-50079-9_7. 
101 Lazarevic and Valve, “Narrating Expectations for the Circular Economy.’’ 
102 Jason Hickel and Giorgos Kallis, “Is Green Growth Possible?,” New Political Economy 25, no. 4 (2019): 469-

486, https://doi.org/10.1080/13563467.2019.1598964. 
103 Calisto Friant et al., “Analysing EU CE Policies,’’ 337-338. 
104 Calisto-Friant et al., ‘’Typology of CE discourses’’, 5. 
105 Vincent Moreau, Piero Dos Reis, and François Vuille, “Enough Metals? Resource Constraints to Supply a 

Fully Renewable Energy System,” Resources 8, no. 1 (2019): 1-18, https://doi.org/10.3390/resources8010029. 
106 Calisto-Friant et al., ‘’Typology of CE discourses’’, 4-5. 
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The next challenge concerns the full evaluation and assessment of the impact of the 

CE, which is linked to the fact that studies have shown that many production processes that 

call themselves circular have a greater impact on the environment than their linear versions.107 

Next to that, while employing a circular business model could lead to efficiency gains, the 

rebound effect (a reduction of costs of a product or service leading to increased demand) 

could also contribute to higher levels of resource consumption.108   

The fourth core challenge points out that the social dimension is often under-addressed 

in the literature to date. Issues of governance, justice, and cultural change have not been 

reflected upon thoroughly.109 By overlooking those important social considerations, a 

technological path to overcome climate change issues and achieve sustainable development 

will become more dominant. Such an approach has been criticized by many for being too 

optimistic concerning the speed of technological transitions and the capabilities of society 

being able to integrate such disruptive innovations.110 Moreover, the study of Kirchherr et al. 

suggests that cultural barriers are considered to be the main barriers to a transition to a CE by 

practitioners. They identified the core barriers as a ‘’lacking consumer interest and 

awareness’’ as well as a ‘’hesitant company culture’’. 111 Another aspect that has been failed 

to address adequately in the more eco-techno approach to CE concerns the transformation of 

society’s current way of consumption. It does not sufficiently recognise that society’s ways of 

consumption and production structures based on materialism, ownership, and convenience 

should transform into a collaborative way of consumption and sharing economy.112 

The final challenge highlights limited research on alternative visions of circularity. 

Those alternative ideas involve mainly an approach to the CE in which degrowth and simple 

lifestyle are put central instead of merely focussing on economic efficiency and technological 

innovations.113 Those ideas share the necessity to transform towards social-economic 
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structures that respect the planetary boundaries. Only recently, such approaches have gained 

more support in the literature on CE, as they can significantly contribute to reducing our 

environmental footprint.114  

2.4.2 (Un)equal Power Relations and Authority in the Concept of CE 

More scholars examined challenges for the CE, especially regarding (un)equal power 

relations and authority in the concept of CE. For example, Schröder et al. argue that power 

and authority should be considered in the transition towards a CE, in which failure would 

mean that opportunities are solely generated for the key players in industrial development. 

This means that this would fail the poor, as has happened with the previous linear 

development paradigm.115  

The study of Schröder et al. looks specifically at the context of developing countries in 

which they explore the potential for the CE approaches and how conceptions and narratives 

differ between developed countries and developing countries.116 An important observation 

made, which is often overlooked, are the dynamics and politics of relationships between 

businesses, governments and people in the Global North versus the people in the Global 

South. Those relations and politics are implicated in every aspect of CE. For example, take 

waste cycles, a transnational issue marked by contestation, negotiations, and scandals between 

the North and the South. Regarding the domain of transnational waste dumping and trade, 

unequal North-South power relations have become quite clear and characterised one part of 

the functioning of CE in Southern countries.117 The problematics around waste dumping also 

show that CE cannot be achieved in a vacuum but that countries need to collaborate to 

achieve circular goals successfully.  

By looking at the concept of CE in the context of developing countries, it becomes 

clear that the social implications of CE are of great importance concerning who will be the 

winners and losers from a transition towards a CE. What kind of version of CE will become 

dominant and prevailing on the policy agendas? This leads to the very core of this research as 

it focuses on how the Dutch government understands the CE by examining which circularity 

discourse type is most prevailing among Dutch policy actors. As made genuinely clear, the 
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116 Despite the criticism of the simplified categories between developed and developing countries, this research 

makes use of such categories because it helps to examine geographical and ideological diversity within the 

concept of CE 
117 Schröder et al., The Circular Economy and the Global South, 11-12.. 



33 
 

CE is political. Who and how do participants take part in this new promising CE and what 

exactly counts as circular? And maybe even more important, who gets to decide? The 

conceptualisation and narrative that become dominant will impact who will be the winners 

and losers within society from a transition to a CE. As the most frequently cited 

conceptualizations come from the Global North, those tend to become dominant which often 

favour the already powerful actors. 118 

It is expected that power will play a key role in the transition towards a net-zero 

carbon society because power determines who controls the discourse, who can make the vital 

decisions, and who will benefit most from the transition.119 Yet, as mentioned earlier, such 

political considerations are lacking in the literature on CE, which mainly deals with 

technological, managerial, design or business-led solutions. Therefore, further discussion on 

these aspects of CE is necessary to foster a transition that is socially, economically and 

ecologically sustainable. 

 

2.5 The CE Discourse Typology of Calisto Friant et al.  

The aim of this research is to examine the plurality of the CE discourse in the context of the 

Netherlands. The Dutch government has very high ambitions for the CE and by adopting one 

version of the CE and implementing it on a large scale, the government to a large extent 

determines the future and significance of the CE in the Netherlands. To examine which 

version of the CE is most prevailing among policy actors in the Netherlands, this study 

critically analyses the Dutch discourse based on a typology of circularity discourses 

developed by  Calisto Friant et al.120 Based on ecological, ecological, social and political 

aspects, this discourse typology classifies and conceptually differentiates circularity visions. 

This framework has been chosen because it fits with the approach of this research to 

determine which vision of CE is dominant among policy actors in the Netherlands as well as 

what this implies for the circular future of our country. This circular discourse typology builds 

and expands on previous classifications of environmental discourses by adapting those to the 

discourse of CE. Several scholars have employed this framework to analyse and better 

understand the plurality of the concept, which is discussed later on. The discourse typology 

contributes to analysing and overcoming the challenges discussed in the literature in the 
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former subchapter by providing a consistent and systematic basis for a more comprehensive 

and inclusive discussion on the CE discourse.121  

2.5.1 The Construction of the Circular Discourse Typology 

This typology is the result of a comprehensive study on the CE and concepts related to it 

through history and leads to a detailed analytical framework to better evaluate, untangle and 

navigate through the many visions of this contested paradigm. This discourse typology builds 

and expands on the work of many of the studies treated in the previous part of this study.122 

Three research questions have been put central to be used as a guideline to design the 

discourse typology: ‘’First, what are the main challenges and shortcomings of the CE 

concept? Second, what are the historical origins and linkages of the CE with other concepts 

from the Global South and North alike? Third, what are the main conceptual differences and 

similarities of the core circularity discourses?’’123  

The answers to these questions have led to a 2 x 2 typology of circularity discourses, which 

can be seen as the first systematic classification of circular discourses (see figure 3).   

  

 
121 Calisto-Friant et al., ‘’Typology of CE discourses,’’ 2.  
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Figure 2: Circularity Discourse Typology124  

 

The discourse typology was constructed, in four steps. The first step conducted by Calisto et 

al. consisted of a critical literature review of the CE in which they specifically looked at its 

challenges, gaps and limitations. In the second step, a timeline for the development of the 

concept of CE was drawn up, building on previously developed timetables. In the third step, 

circularity discourses were classified based on their level of complexity, i.e. to what extent the 

complex challenges identified in the first step were addressed. The final step led to the 

development of the typology of circularity discourses which was based on previous 

classifications of discourses related to environmental issues and their adjustment to the 

specificities of the CE.125   

2.5.2 Other Studies Utilising the Discourse Typology 

Several other studies also made use of this discourse typology of Calisto Friant et al., which 

showed how different visions of CE exist next to each other and suggest different paths to a 

circular future. For example, Palm, Hasselbalch, Holmberg and Nielsen looked at the 
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European plastics policy debate and uncovered which policy narratives were at play. 126 Their 

results show how the revealed narratives relate to different circular discourses of Calisto 

Friant et al., while at the same time the CE is being considered to be a policy solution that 

crosses the different narratives. Research by Calisto Friant, Lakerveld, Vermeulen and Sal 

examined what circular discourses and policies are promoted in the plastics sector of the 

Netherlands.127 Their study findings indicate dominance of technocentric imaginaries which 

do not sufficiently integrate ecological, political and social implications for a circular future.  

Another study by Calisto Friant, Vermeulen, and Salomon analysed the CE discourse and 

policy of the Junker Commission (2014-2019).128 Their research points to a dichotomy 

between words and actions that could lead to the EU failing to adequately address the major 

socio-environmental challenges of this century. The results show that the CE discourse is 

rather holistic, while policies do not address the socio-ecological implication for a transition 

to CE by only focussing on end of pipe solutions.  

2.5.3 Holistic vs Segmented and Sceptical vs Optimist 

The framework is a 2 x 2 discourse typology, which differentiates between holistic and 

segment discourses on one axis and between optimistic and sceptical discourses on the other. 

The first typological axis, on holistic and segmented discourses, concerns issues of social 

justice and governance. It is identified by many authors as one of the most important issues 

for a circular future.129 It builds on the distinction between circular economy and circular 

society by dividing holistic from segmented discourses, which can be defined as follows: 

‘’Holistic discourses comprehensively integrate the social, ecological and political 

considerations of circularity (…). Segmented discourses, on the other hand, have a 

homogeneous perspective and a uniform focus on only economic and technical components of 

circularity.’’130 Whereby holistic discourses also seek socio-political and cultural change, 

segmented discourses are mainly occupied with improving resource efficiency by focusing on 

business components of circularity.131  

 
126 Ellen Palm et al., “Narrating Plastics Governance: Policy Narratives in the European Plastics Strategy,” 
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The second typological axis differentiates whether discourses are optimistic or 

sceptical about the possibility of decoupling environmental degradation from economic 

growth (i.e. eco-economic decoupling). This consideration is one of the most crucial elements 

to transition discourses, as it relates to the question of whether the current socio-economic 

system can prevent ecological collapse by decoupling environmental impact from production 

and consumption activities, i.e. a growing GDP. Sceptical discourses do not believe an 

ecological collapse can be prevented through eco-economic decoupling by means of socio-

technical innovations. While optimist discourses assume those innovations can lead to eco-

economic decoupling and consequently prevent an ecological collapse.132  

2.5.4 Comparing the Four Circularity Discourses 

By combining the two differentiations above, four different core circularity discourse types 

arise, as illustrated in figure 3. The Reformist Circular Society believes that social, economic, 

industrial and environmental innovations will sufficiently deal with environmental overshoot 

and scarcity leading to an fair, abundant and sustainable future. Although this discourse 

advocate that socio-cultural change is highly needed, as well as new forms of inclusion and 

public participation, it does not perceive a fundamental contradiction between sustainability 

and capitalism by proposing a reformed form of capitalism. Especially this last assumption is 

what separates the Reformist Circular Society from the Transformational Circular Society. 

The latter strongly believes that capitalism is incompatible with sustainability and therefore 

proposes ‘’an entirely transformed social system where individuals gain a renewed and 

harmonious connection with the Earth and their communities.’’133 This discourse is based on 

a fundamentally different philosophy which advocates for simpler and meaningful lives in 

harmony with the earth. Solutions should be found through cooperative and collaborative 

economic structures, preferably on local levels and by using technologies that do not deplete 

limited resources or harm the biosphere.134  

The segmented discourses focus only on economic and technical components of 

circularity and believe the current economic system can lead to a sustainable future. The 

Technocentric Circular Economy differs from the Fortress Circular Economy by assuming 

that (socio-)technological innovations can enable eco-economic decoupling to prevent 

ecological collapse, which the latter disagrees with. According to the Technocentric 
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discourse, green growth and technological advancement will lead to increased levels of 

prosperity and simultaneously reduce humanity’s ecological footprint, leading to many win-

win solutions, however, aspects of justice and participatory governance are lacking. Aspects 

of optimism regarding the ecological future are not present in the Fortress Circular Economy 

discourse, which emphasizes the problematics around overpopulation, scarce resources and 

biophysical limits. It suggests a top-down approach to impose resource efficiency, 

sufficiency, and population controls. Yet, questions of wealth distribution and social justice 

are not dealt with.135  

2.5.5 CE discourses and the 9R Framework 

Some different interrelated actions and strategies can be used to operationalise objectives set 

for each CE discourse described. These can be categorised through R frameworks, which can 

be understood as the ‘how-to’ of the CE. Scholars and governmental organisations proposed 

different frameworks with which the 9Rs framework is the most detailed one, illustrated in 

figure 2. The R-framework share a hierarchy, whereby the first R is considered to have 

priority over the second R, and so on. 136 
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Figure 3: The 9R Framework137 

 

 

Such a framework can help to visualise the variety of policy options for the transition to a CE, 

but also helps to reveal the different discourses on CE. Calisto Friant et al. also made the 

connection with the 9R framework and reveals that different circularity discourses focus on a 

different set of Rs, which are illustrated in Table 1.138  
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Table 1: Circularity Discourses139 

Circular 

Discourse Types 

Fundamental 

Assumptions 

Goals and Means for the CE Circular 

Strategies and 

Actions 

Reformist Circular 

Society 

Holistic and 

Optimist 

Seeking a prosperous, fair, 

democratic and sustainable future 

for all through a combination of 

technological breakthroughs, 

social innovations, and alternative 

business models. 

Stronger focus on 

the intermediate 

loops: R3 reuse, 

R4 repair, R5 

refurbish, R6 

remanufacture, 

R7 repurpose, and 

R8 recycle 

Technocentric 

Circular Economy 

Sceptical and 

Holistic 

Aiming to reconcile economic and 

environmental imperatives through 

technological innovations, 

especially in biotechnology, 

renewable energy and resource 

recovery. 

Stronger focus on 

the larger loops: 

R5 refurbish, R6 

remanufacture, 

R7 repurpose, and 

R8 recycle R9 

recover (and re-

mine) 

Transformational 

Circular Society 

Sceptical and 

Holistic 

Seeking to completely reconfigure 

the current societal system and 

democratize and redistribute 

wealth and power so that humanity 

and nature might live in mutual 

harmony. 

Stronger focus on 

the shorter loops: 

R0 refuse, R2 

reduce, R3 reuse, 

R3 repair, R5 

refurbish, R6 

remanufacture, 

and R7 repurpose 

 

 

 
139 Adopted from Calisto Friant et al. (2021), “Analysing EU CE Policies.’’ 
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Fortress Circular 

Economy  

Sceptical and 

Segmented 

Aiming to secure natural 

resources, economic prosperity, 

socio-ecological resilience and 

geopolitical power through top-

down migration controls, 

technological innovations and 

economic nationalism. 

Engaging with all 

Rs from R1 till 

R9 from a top-

down perspective  
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3. METHODOLOGY  

In this chapter, the methodological considerations of this study are explained. The methods 

chosen are based on the research experiences of other scholars who have researched 

discourses in the context of environmental policy, as this research examines the circular 

discourse in the Netherlands. Moreover, the scope and time frame of this master's thesis also 

determined the methodological design of this research, which is discussed below. 

3.1 Analytical Approach 

This study illuminated the CE policy narratives among policy actors in the Netherlands by 

utilising the Narrative Policy Framework (NPF).140 The NPF is used as a tool to organise and 

present the examination of the different CE narratives in the Netherlands which contributes to 

the aim to uncover and systematically compare the existing policy narratives on CE. In light 

of this, the following research question is addressed:  

Which policy narratives define the CE discourse and policy in the Netherlands, 

and what does this mean for the future of the CE (discourse) in the Netherlands?  

The NPF can be used to study the role of narratives in policy processes, in which narratives 

‘’provide the necessary building blocks with which actors make sense of a socially 

constructed reality, assign meaning, and define policy problems’’.141 Policy narratives can be 

described as stories that can mobilise support for a given cause by framing it in a particular 

way.  

The NPF identifies several key narrative elements that together form a policy 

narrative: (I) a setting or context in which the problem is introduced; (II) the characters who 

can be divided by the victims (those harmed by the problem), the villains (those causing the 

problem), and the heroes (those solving the problem); (III) a moral or solution of the story 

which should solve the problem introduced; and the plot that connects the characters, the 

problem and the solutions.142 Those key generalisable components were used to draw 

different narratives based on the data collected through semi-structured interviews. During the 

interviews, these components were taken into account to ensure that answers were collected 

on all the narrative elements.  

 

 
140 Jones and McBeth, “A Narrative Policy Framework.’’ 
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3.2 Narratives and Discourses 

To make a clear difference between narratives and discourses, this paper draws on the work of 

Hajer who defines discourses as the broader ‘’ensemble of ideas, concepts, notions and 

categorizations that are produced, reproduced, and transformed in a particular set of practices 

and through which meaning is given to physical and social realities’’.143 As already 

mentioned above, narratives should be seen as the smaller ‘’building blocks’’ that make up 

larger discursive systems.144 In addition, narratives can refer to and draw on these larger 

discourses to give meaning to their constituent elements.145 Through the statements of actors, 

narratives connect to broader discourses while also providing a space where elementary 

building blocks of discourses can be revealed.146 

3.3 Theoretical Foundation of the NPF 

Originally introduced as a positivist approach to the study of narratives, 147 the NPF has also 

entered the interpretivist school, showing that the framework has been considerably refined 

and new directions have been taken since its introduction. 148 According to Jones and Radeilli, 

the ontology and socio-theoretical choices on which the NPF is based make it well suited to 

interpretivist analysis.149 One of the main reasons for choosing the NPF in this research is to 

provide a framework for constructing, analysing and comparing narratives in a structured 

way, which can ultimately be mapped into Calisto Friant's discourse typology discussed 

earlier. 

3.4 Similar Studies on Policy Narratives  

Several authors have also studied the role of narratives in wider socio-technical transitions 

such as the CE. Smith and Raven, for example, talk about the way narratives are produced, 

consumed, exchanged and negotiated by different actors, whereby they conceive narratives as 

important political instruments used by actors.150 Lazarevic and Valve have used the NPF to 
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analyse the emergence and mobilisation of expectations that shape the transition to a CE on 

the EU level.151 By an analysis of position papers that inform and discuss the CE package of 

the European Commission, they examined the narrative elements that construct the CE. Their 

findings indicate four types of similar narratives which describe what a CE can do and what a 

future with a CE will look like. Remarkably, all four narratives suggest a future characterised 

only by win-win situations, while widespread evidence shows that without a systemic shift, 

everyone will be affected by environmental consequences. Lazarevic and Valve, therefore, 

expect that the evaluations of the upcoming claims will be disappointing and will lead to a 

revision of the established ‘’win-win’’ stories, whose alarming reports have not been 

published so far.152   

Palm et al. took a similar approach focused on the plastic policy narratives in the 

European plastics strategy using the NPF in which they also examined how actors made use 

of narratives through strategic construction. They found four different narratives that shape 

the European plastics policy debate in which they argue the European Commission and the 

plastics industry succeeded in stabilising the policy problems raised in some of the narratives 

by advancing the policy solution advocated in their own narrative. Another remarkable 

finding concerns the idea of circularity as ‘’the catch-all solution’’, which they argue to be 

potentially fragile as it is based on a wide range of expectations that cannot all be met at 

once.153 

3.5 Data Collection 

Eleven semi-structured interviews with Dutch policy actors provided deeper insights into 

what the Dutch government understands by a CE. The interviewees came from different types 

of organisations which can be divided into three categorisations: (central/decentral) public 

administration, public executive agencies, and public-private platforms. The interviews were 

conducted online between February and April 2022. A general overview of the organisations 

interviewed can be found in table 2. It should also be noted that the interviewees did not only 

express the organisation's point of view but also their personal opinion on the subject, which 

may led to possible discrepancies between the organisation's point of view and that of the 

interviewee. 

 
151 David Lazarevic and Helena Valve, “Narrating Expectations for the Circular Economy: Towards a Common 

and Contested European Transition,” Energy Research &Amp; Social Science 31 (2017): 60-69, 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2017.05.006. 
152 Lazarevic and Valve, “Narrating Expectations for the Circular Economy,’’ 65-67. 
153 Ellen Palm et al., “Narrating Plastics Governance,’’ 17. 
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Table 2: Table Interviewees and Organisations  

 Organisation Type of Organisation Interview 

date 

1 Netherlands Environmental 

Assessment Agency (Planbureau 

voor de Leefomgeving) 

Public Executive Agency 

(Research) 

25-2-2022 

2 Municipality of Rotterdam (Decentral) Public 

Administration 

03-03-2022 

3 Het Groene brein Private-Public Platform 03-03-2022 

4 Ministry of Infrastructure and 

Water Management 

(Central) Public 

Administration 

04-03-2022 

5 Province of South-Holland (Zuid-

Holland 

(Decentral) Public 

Administration 

04-03-2022 

6 Ministry of Foreign Affairs  (Central) Public 

Administration 

04-04-2022 

7 Netherlands Enterprise Agency 

(Rijksdienst voor Ondernemend 

Nederland) 

Public Executive Agency  15-03-2022 

8 Holland Circular Hotspot Private-Public Platform 16-03-2022 

9 Rijkswaterstaat (part of the Dutch 

Ministry of Infrastructure and 

Water Management) 

Public Executive Agency 01-04-2022 

10 Permanent Representations of the 

Netherlands in Brussels 

(Central) Public 

Administration 

04-04-2022 

11 Circle economy Private-Public Platform 21-04-2022 

 

To respect the anonymity of the interviewees and of the organisations for which they work, 

this study does not establish a clear link between the interviewees and the quotations included 

in the following chapter. This is made clear from the very beginning and has led to better 

answers and results, as confidential interviews are more likely to elicit candid responses.154 To 

 
154 William C. Adams, “Conducting Semi-Structured Interviews,” Handbook of Practical Program Evaluation, 

2015, 492-505, https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119171386.ch19. 
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ensure the balanced use of references and to give an overview of the number of times a 

particular interviewee is quoted, Table 3 has been drawn up. This table contains a list with a 

random order of the interviewees including their interview reference code, which is referred 

to in the results section.  

Table 3: A list of the interviews including their interview reference code155 

Interviews Interview Reference Code 

Public-Private Platform 1 PPP1 

Public-Private Platform 2 PPP2 

Public-Private Platform 3 PPP3 

Public Executive Agency 1  PEA1 

Public Executive Agency 2 PEA2 

Public Executive Agency 3 PEA3 

Public Administration 1 PA1 

Public Administration 2 PA2 

Public Administration 3 PA3 

Public Administration 4 PA4 

Public Administration 5 PA5 

 

All interviewees can be considered to be a policy actor meaning that they were directly or 

indirectly involved in the policy process, at any stage. After some exploratory interviews were 

conducted, snowball sampling was used to find more interviewees.156 It was decided to limit 

the scope to governmental organisations or organisations working closely together on a 

standard basis. Even though the views of business and academia could have provided very 

fruitful insights, the scope would be too wide and the results of this study could become less 

relevant.  

 

 
155 In terms of the reference codes used: PPP stands for Private-Public Platform; PEA stands for Public 

Executive Agency; and PA stands for Public Administration. This code combined with a number makes eleven 

reference codes that refer to the eleven interviews conducted with Dutch policy actors. 
156 Oisín Tansey, “Process Tracing and Elite Interviewing: A Case for Non-Probability Sampling,” Methoden 

Der Vergleichenden Politik- Und Sozialwissenschaft, n.d., 481-496, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-531-91826-

6_24. 
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3.6 Design and Analysis of the Interviews  

As the primary data in this study is collected through semi-structured interviews, the approach 

of this study can be considered explorative. This means that the understanding of the topic 

addressed came from the interaction with the respondents. The design of the semi-structured 

interviews fits well with the purpose of this research, as it is a type of research method where 

the interviewer asks only a few predetermined questions, but there is also room for questions 

that are not planned but based on the input of the interviewee. Yet, this could make the 

analysis less structured as every interview is unique and has its own structure. Therefore, the 

NPF was of great help to provide a structural analysis of the results. Moreover, this approach 

helped to explore topics that had not been considered beforehand but which have been of 

great relevance to gain insights about the topic addressed.157  

During the interviews, the interviewees were asked several questions about the 

concept of CE in which they could elaborate on their ideas and work experiences regarding 

the CE. Next to that, the narrative elements proposed by the NPF were translated into 

interview questions to ensure that the data collected provided insights into the policy 

narratives to be constructed. These questions addressed roughly three elements of the policy 

narrative suggested by NPF: firstly, which problem(s) the CE aims to solve; secondly, who 

can be considered to solve this problem, as well as who causes and who is harmed by it; and 

thirdly, what would be the solution for the problem introduced. In this way, the researcher 

aimed to find the interviewee’s fundamental ideas on the concept of CE by exploring what the 

interviewee understood by the very meaning of CE. After the interviews were conducted, they 

were recorded and transcribed for analysis. The interview data was analysed by means of the 

NPF, which has led to several narratives which are presented and discussed in the next 

chapter. The identified narratives reflect the ideas that the interviewees expressed most 

strongly regarding the CE in the context of the Netherlands.  

  

 
157 Adams, “Conducting Semi-Structured Interviews.’’ 
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4. RESULTS 

This chapter presents the research findings of this study, which were obtained from eleven 

interviews with Dutch policy actors. These interviews were analysed by utilising the 

structured analysis framework of the NPF: the policy problem; the characters (victims, 

villains, and heroes); and the solution. This led to the identification of five policy narratives, 

which reflect the most strongly expressed ideas of the interviewees. In this chapter, each 

narrative is described separately and together form the building blocks on which the CE 

discourse in the Netherlands is constructed. The five policy narratives among Dutch policy 

actors on the CE uncovered in this study are:  

(I) The Equal Collaborations Narrative;  

(II) The Circulate Raw Materials Narrative;  

(III) The Addictive Lifestyle Narrative;  

(IV) The Cross-boundary Cooperation Narrative;  

(V) The Just Transition Narrative.  

Table 4 contains an overview of these narratives, arranged according to the NPF.  

The narratives were supported by quotations from the interviewees to illustrate the 

findings of this study. Apart from the fact that quotations help to highlight certain aspects of 

the interviewees' responses, they also make the findings more attractive to read. In this study, 

particular efforts have been made to use quotations that resemble a shared and conceptual 

understanding of the answers given by interviewees.  

The last column of Table 4 shows to which type of circular discourse each of the five 

narratives belongs, based on the CE typology of Calisto Friant et al. The choices for which 

narratives correspond to which type of circularity, is explained in chapter five: the discussion 

of the results. As demonstrated in the table, the Reformist Circular Society Discourse is most 

dominant among the Dutch policy actors. This circularity discourse is reflected by four out of 

the five narratives and thus most dominantly among policy actors in the Netherlands. Two of 

those narratives also relate partly to other discourse variants and only the Addictive Lifestyle 

Narrative does not reflect the Reformist Circular Society discourse. 
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Table 4: Overview of the five CE narratives in the Netherlands  

 Problem Victims Villains Heroes Solution Circularity Type 

Equal 

Collaborations 

Narrative 

Partnerships are 

characterised by 

unequal 

business 

relations which 

hinder a 

transition to a 

CE  

 

 

 

Companies 

being 

overshadowed 

by big 

corporations 

A few larger 

companies 

that are only 

concerned 

with profit 

and power 

The collaborative 

work of governments, 

companies, and 

knowledge 

institutions; 

 

 

Fostering new 

ways of 

collaboration 

and partnerships 

which are 

characterised by 

equal relations 

and interests 

 

Reformist 

Circular Society 

Circulate Raw 

Materials 

Narrative 

Our current 

unsustainable 

way of dealing 

with raw 

materials 

 

 

The poorer 

countries and 

citizens 

 

Companies 

who have 

interests in 

the linear 

economy, the 

take-make-

waste 

economy, and 

who do not 

seem to 

change their 

business 

models 

The government by 

introducing new 

incentives  for a CE 

and discouraging 

others 

Legislative 

changes that 

make it 

financially more 

attractive to 

develop circular 

products in 

which raw 

materials 

circulate 

 

Reformist 

Circular Society 

Addictive 

Lifestyle 

Narrative 

(Western) 

society is 

addicted to an 

unsustainable 

lifestyle that 

exceeds the 

planetary 

boundaries 

 

Future 

generations  

All citizens, 

businesses 

and 

governments 

unwilling to 

make choices 

for a 

sustainable 

future 

Every citizen, 

company, and 

government that starts 

to make radical 

choices leading to a 

more sustainable 

lifestyle  

A society that 

promotes a 

lifestyle with 

less 

consumption 

and in which the 

well-being of 

people is more 

valued than 

economic 

growth.    

 

 

Transformational 

Circular Society 
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Cross-

boundary 

Cooperation 

Narrative 

You cannot 

realise a CE 

within your own 

borders  

Circular 

companies that 

compete on an 

unlevel playing 

field 

 

 

Companies 

unwilling to 

change to a 

more circular 

business 

model despite 

EU policy 

facilitating 

such a 

transition  

 

Policy making 

organisations at the 

EU level 

Standards set by 

the EU for a 

sustainable 

future and the 

creation of a 

level playing 

field 

Reformist 

Circular Society, 

Technocentric 

Circular 

Economy 

Just Transition 

Narrative 

The need for 

systems 

thinking in 

policy making, 

showing how 

climate change 

and the current 

economic 

system affect 

the lives of 

disadvantaged 

people 

tremendously 

People living in 

low and middle-

income 

countries 

(mainly the 

Global south) 

 

 

The (mainly 

Western) 

countries that 

only stand up 

for their own 

interests and 

disregard all 

others 

People/organisations 

contributing to a just 

transition  

 

 

A just transition, 

truth prices and 

financial support 

from 

industrialised 

countries to non-

industrialised 

countries  

 

 

 

Reformist 

Circular Society; 

Transformational 

Circular Society 
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4.1 The Five Policy Narratives  

The next part of this chapter describes the five policy stories that emerged from the interviews 

and are structured according to the narrative elements of the NPF. Each policy story contains 

the main narrative elements, which are listed in a table at the beginning of each narrative’s 

description. 

4.1.1 Equal Collaborations Narrative 

The Equal Collaborations Narrative problematises how companies and their partners work 

together. According to this narrative, partnerships are defined by unequal business relations 

and a lack of trust in each other, caused by the characteristics of the LE in which only profit is 

pursued. To overcome these problems, new forms of cooperation and partnership between 

governments, knowledge institutions and businesses must emerge, characterised by equal 

relationships and interests promoting circular ideals. Please see table 5 for an overview of this 

narrative.  

Table 5: The Equal Collaborations Narrative 

Setting & Plot  Characters  Moral 

Problem Victims Villains Heroes Solution 

Partnerships are 

characterised by 

unequal 

business 

relations which 

hinder a 

transition to a 

CE  

 

 

 

Companies 

being 

overshadowed 

by big 

corporations 

A few larger 

companies that 

are only 

concerned with 

profit and 

power 

The 

collaborative 

work of 

governments, 

companies, and 

knowledge 

institutions 

 

 

Fostering new 

ways of 

collaboration 

and partnerships 

which are 

characterised by 

equal relations 

and interests 

 

 

Problem & Context: This Equal Collaborations narrative argues that unequal relations 

between companies affect the way companies and other organisations work together. 

Companies and their partners operate in a system which is based on the LE in which unequal 

chain linkages and business relations impact the way how business is being done and how 



52 
 

parties cooperate. Unequal power positions within the value chain lead to partners having 

different kinds of interests and distrusting each other. The following quote describes the 

problem central in this narrative:  

A CE will not succeed if there are all sorts of unequal chains. We need equal interests 

in the chain that are characterised by social inclusiveness. Not one dominant player 

who pulls everything in his direction. If you want to shape the CE future, then social 

aspects are also important. (PPP1) 

Characters: The villains in this narrative are a few large companies that are very powerful 

and have an enormous amount of money at their disposal at the expense of much smaller 

companies. These companies have an interest in maintaining the current way of doing 

business that benefits only a few (and harms many) rather than contributing to the global 

society.  

This narrative calls for a radical shift in the way companies and other partners cooperate, not 

only within the value chains of companies but in all partnerships forged by them. The 

following quote argues that the CE is also about having a fundamental trust in your business 

partners: 

We are used to thinking in terms of liabilities, but the CE is also about trust. 

Coordinating things, equal interests, not that there is only one winner who has 90% of 

the benefits, and the rest are squeezed out. You want to ensure that there are more 

equal interests in the chain, and you have to manage that. That does not happen by 

itself. (PPP1) 

This idea of trust and more equal relationships should lead to a new kind of chain cooperation 

with a company’s partners, which is expressed in the following quote:  

A circular economy requires a different kind of chain cooperation. Nowadays, a 

company is responsible for its own part of the chain. However, in a CE, you have 

close contact with other companies where parts of the product are made and together 

you ensure that the loop can be closed. So it does change the production processes and 

how companies cooperate. (PA3) 

In terms of the heroes of this narrative, the Equal Collaborations Narrative advocates that such 

circular collaborations should be boosted by the government, business, and knowledge 

institutions. Regarding the role of the government, this narrative argues that the government 
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should not only set ambitious goals but is also responsible to shape the prerequisites for a 

circular transition: 

The government must establish the frameworks within which the business community 

can innovate and within which consumers can consume sustainably. That is the first 

major step. (PPP3) 

This means introducing policies and laws that help companies to implement circular business 

practices. This can be done by providing financial incentives for companies to become 

circular or by removing legal obstacles that impede a circular transition.  

Besides the role of the government, it is widely recognised among all interviewees that 

businesses are key to making the transition from a linear to a CE a reality. Without involving 

the private sector from the start, a society cannot become circular, as they are the ones who 

need to scale up circular ideas, products and services, which is expressed in the following 

quote:  

I am still pinning my hopes on large companies taking steps towards a more circular 

business model, and I hope that they will not wait until this becomes a legal obligation 

but will make these choices of their own accord. (PA5) 

Regarding the third actor addressed, this narrative argues knowledge and science institutions 

should be involved as well as they can provide new insights and potential new circular 

approaches to the cooperation network, as expressed by the following quote: 

Companies also need help in developing more innovative products, which would 

otherwise be very expensive, so you also need science and knowledge institutions’’ 

(PEA2).  

Solution: The general solution proposed here focuses on social innovations, involving 

partnerships, new forms of cooperation and equal partnerships. Circular ideas should focus on 

social innovations, not just technological ones. One interviewee suggested that CE requires 

only 20% technological innovations and 80% social innovations. Of course, technical 

improvements or even solutions to reduce our CO2 emissions are very important, but CE is 

more than that. According to this narrative, the solution lies in social innovations, which is a 

new way of working together and trusting the partners you work with. As one interviewee put 

it:  
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 We are used to thinking in terms of liability, but the CE is also about trust. 

Coordinating things, equal interests, not having just one winner who gets 90% of the 

benefits and the rest get squeezed out. (…) It is also important how you innovate. 

Sometimes we jokingly say it is not about ‘’copy right’’, but about ‘’right to copy’’. 

(PPP1) 

Ultimately, these new social innovations can become part of new business models in which 

unique cooperation partnerships become company’s competitive advantage. One interviewee 

emphasized the importance of to which partners one wants to commit by putting forward the 

following question:  

The choice of partnerships becomes much more important. You have to ask yourself: 

In which value chains do you work with unique cooperation? (PPP1) 

This narrative states that, to achieve a CE, the partnerships must be more equal and the 

interests more evenly distributed. A system characterised by such aspects will benefit society 

because there will be no winner-takes-all mentality leading to an unequal distribution of 

benefits. 
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4.1.2 Circulate Raw Materials Narrative 

This narrative suggests that a new light must be shed on our value chains and the use of raw 

materials in our products. It argues that it is time to change how we use and value raw 

materials. This narrative pleads for an important role of the government in adopting 

legislation that fosters a CE and creating a level playing field in which circular choices are 

financially more attractive.  

Table 6: The Circulate Raw Materials Narrative 

Setting & Plot  Characters  Moral 

Problem Victims Villains Heroes Solution 

Our current 

unsustainable 

way of dealing 

with raw 

materials 

 

 

The poorer 

countries and 

citizens 

 

Companies who 

have interests in 

the linear 

economy, the 

take-make-

waste economy, 

and who do not 

seem to change 

their business 

models 

The government 

by introducing 

new incentives  

for a CE and 

discouraging 

others 

Legislative 

changes that 

make it 

financially more 

attractive to 

develop circular 

products in 

which raw 

materials 

circulate 

 

 

Problem & Context: This narrative focuses mainly on how raw materials and resources in the 

linear system are extracted, processed, and managed. It suggests that the current approach is 

causing environmental problems by releasing huge amounts of emissions into the 

environment while at the same time increasing the scarcity of resources in the world, which is 

expressed in the following quote: 

The CE aims to literally get rid of the idea of waste. Of course, waste will continue to 

exist in one form or another, but the system, the linear system, is not sustainable. We 

take an incredible amount of new raw materials from the ground and turn them into 

new things, then we use those things and then we throw them away again. (PPP2) 

According to this narrative, the CE is mainly about keeping raw material flows in the value 

chain as long as possible and with the highest value, and eliminating waste. By following this 
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fundamental principle of the CE, half of the reduction in emissions required to stick to a 

maximum of 1.5°C increase can be achieved. The following quote emphasizes the idea that 

the CE is all about how you manage your raw materials: 

Circularity is about raw materials. Do not make it too all-encompassing. The question 

is how do you ensure that the labour and the raw materials that have gone into a 

product are retained for as long as possible. For example, if you have a table, do not 

dismantle it completely to make something new, but give it a lick of paint first. That 

way, you not only save the raw materials, but also the labour that went into making it. 

(PPP3) 

Another interviewee highlighted the danger of optimising the LE instead of making any 

radical changes in one’s business operations and business models, which is expressed by the 

following quote: 

There is a danger that we will simply optimise our linear economy. That you still 

pollute and still do not handle your raw materials well, but not as bad as you have 

done in recent years. (PA4) 

Another problem highlighted in this narrative concerns the idea that value chains in a linear 

system are completely fragmented, making it almost impossible to have any knowledge about 

where products and raw materials come from or who is responsible for their environmental 

impact. 

Characters: In terms of victims, this narrative points out lower-income countries as well as 

people in the Netherlands who have less to spend. The consequences of the earth’s raw 

materials running low will lead to price increases and environmental issues. As one of the 

interviewees explained:  

You already have a term like ‘energy poverty’ in the Netherlands, but soon you may 

also have ‘’resource poverty’’. If you cannot keep up financially. The alternative is 

that those people will still be affected since those raw materials will one day become 

more expensive because we will have a shortage of them. (PA4) 

The companies that have their interests in the current LE and do not seem to be making any 

real changes towards a CE can be considered the villains, which is expressed in the following 

quote:  
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The industry that produces according to linear models, the consumers who buy it 

again: a complete change must be made throughout the entire value chain. We must 

beware of greenwashing companies because we are still far from a circular industry. 

(PEA2) 

When the interviewees were asked who causes the problems that could be solved by the CE, 

the majority replied ‘’all of us’’, but later pointed out the important responsibility of 

companies. This is reflected in the following quote 

The economic system has gradually evolved into a linear system. It has worked well 

because we owe a lot of prosperity to it. Perhaps the corporations have a bigger role in 

causing the problem. (PA3) 

In this narrative, almost all interviewees point to the important responsibility of the 

government, which must take the lead and is therefore seen as the hero in this transition. Its 

main role is to encourage companies to adopt more circular ways of doing business and to 

discourage those in the LE as expressed by the following quote: 

The primary responsibility lies with the government. (...) At the national level, that 

means mainly legislation, pricing and subsidies. It has become more expensive to 

apply linear business models. (PPP2) 

Solution: The main solutions proposed for dealing with the current problematic handling of 

raw materials are government-implemented policy instruments that address the linear 

economy, which is based on the take-make-waste ideology. Circular business models should 

become financially more attractive by subsiding companies who want to become circular and 

pricing linear business models. Those policy instruments should be focusing on transparency 

and awareness, producer responsibility, product requirements, and increasing taxes on raw 

materials.  

To increase transparency about the way raw materials are extracted and used, value chains 

need to become more transparent which calls for shorter and more local value chains. 

Furthermore, greenwashing should be avoided and it must be made clear what is defined as 

circular. Therefore, the government should start publicity campaigns to make people more 

aware of the current situation on what can be done, as expressed by the following quote from 

an interviewee: 
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As far as raising awareness is concerned, I would prefer the government to launch a 

series of campaigns on CE, making it very clear what CE is and what it can mean for 

you personally. (PPP2)  

Another important concept that the government should elaborate on is the idea of extended 

producer responsibility which makes producers or importers (co-)responsible for the waste 

management of the products they introduce on the market, direct or indirectly as well as 

stimulate companies to work more closely together in the value chain.  

Furthermore, companies should also reflect on the design of their products. A product 

designed more circularly can be disassembled and reused more easily and will thus contribute 

to the waste management for which companies are responsible. This idea is called circular 

design and is a key part of the concept of CE as shown by the following quote:  

The CE can have a very big impact on emissions if we change the way we deal with 

our raw materials and products: Smarter use of raw materials and resources, smarter 

design, smarter use, and smarter action. (PPP3) 

Lastly, a very important action would be to increase the taxes on raw materials and lower the 

taxes on labour. On the one hand, raw materials are far too cheap and their prices do not 

reflect truth prices which include externality costs such as the negative impact on climate. On 

the other hand, labour is too expensive because of the high amount of taxes.  
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4.1.3 Addictive Lifestyle Narrative 

The Addictive Lifestyle narratives argues that (Western) society is addicted to a lifestyle 

which is no longer sustainable. Radical lifestyle and behavioural changes should be made, by 

all actors in society, to secure a future for the next generations. The solution lies in promoting 

and advocating social values that seek people's well-being and in putting such indicators at the 

centre of the measurement of social progress rather than just GDP, which measures should 

reduce society's consumption patterns. 

Table 7: The Addictive Lifestyle Narrative 

Setting & Plot  Characters  Moral 

Problem Victims Villains Heroes Solution 

(Western) 

society is 

addicted to an 

unsustainable 

lifestyle that 

exceeds the 

planetary 

boundaries 

 

Future 

generations  

All citizens, 

businesses and 

governments 

unwilling to 

make choices 

for a sustainable 

future 

Every citizen, 

company, and 

government that 

starts to make 

radical choices 

leading to a 

more 

sustainable 

lifestyle  

A society that 

promotes a 

lifestyle with 

less 

consumption 

and in which the 

well-being of 

people is more 

valued than 

economic 

growth 

 

Problem & Context: The actors communicating the Addictive Lifestyle narrative suggest that 

Western society is addicted to a way of life that is no longer sustainable today. Wealth has led 

to a consumerist lifestyle facilitated by the LE. The take-make-waste economy has increased 

the world's carbon footprint and consequently has a major impact on the environment, as 

expressed by the following quote: 

Increased prosperity has made it possible for us to buy a lot of new stuff, and the 

producers in today's economy also have an interest in making us buy new products all 

the time. (PEA1) 

This problematic situation should be approached from a broader perspective instead of 

focusing on how technological innovations can lead to more efficient use of raw materials and 
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keeping those in the loop. To overcome problems of climate change and environmental 

degradation, this narrative highlights a more social and behavioural dimension of the CE 

which is expressed in the following quote: 

We should ask ourselves whether we should own more and more. Do I need 

everything I buy? People assume that if you have the means to buy something, you 

should buy it. The question is, do we need it all? If ‘’consuming less’’ becomes the 

dominant mindset, the question is how do we do it? (PEA1) 

Several interviewees expressed concerns about the way Western society is used to living a life 

that is not at all in accordance with circular principles, and more importantly, how 

maintaining such a lifestyle will increase the problems for future generations. They also 

indicated that people should change their behaviour, their consumption patterns and the way 

they deal with their possessions to make a successful transition to a CE. One interviewee put 

it as follows:  

What sometimes worries me is whether we are not all far too addicted to the linear 

economy. That it is possible to buy a new iPhone every time, more stuff and always 

new. As consumers, should we not just be wanting certain things less? And choose our 

politicians accordingly. And, consequently, the companies that still have interests in 

the linear economy will also become less and less interesting. (PA4) 

However, currently, there is hardly any attention in politics or society to limit consumption or 

change consumption patterns. One interviewee argued that there is no political support to 

address those issues, as can be understood from the following quote:  

From a policy perspective, wanting less, having to do with less, is not yet a topic 

because it is politically very sensitive. Concepts like consumerism, the sharing 

economy, sharing activity, and economic strategies of degrowth are not yet on the 

political spectrum at all. (PA4) 

Characters: As for the characters of this story, it points out that each person has their own 

responsibility and can make their own impact, which is reflected in the following quote. 

I do think that everyone has a responsibility. The producer, the consumer and the 

government. The impact that you as a producer or government can have is probably 

much bigger than that of you as a consumer. However, that does not mean that you as 

a consumer cannot decide to make a more sustainable choice. I would not deny that, 
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because I want to have the perception that you as an individual can make a difference. 

Whether that is ultimately the case is the question, but I do believe it. (PA2)  

That being said, this narrative admits that the situation is very complicated, as it can be very 

difficult to understand the consequences of your choices and to do things differently that 

could have a positive impact on the climate. This is the reason why one of the interviewees 

refers to this situation as another crisis: 

The crisis in which we find ourselves is also a crisis of imagination. We simply cannot 

imagine the consequences and effects of the things we do or the choices we make.’’ 

(PA5) 

Another interviewee used an example from the clothing industry to explain how social 

pressure and corporate marketing can influence our lifestyle choices:  

I think we want to get rid of the take-make-waste narrative, and we need to start 

putting this mentality in a more negative light. I believe that some people are doing 

their best to put this into practice. At the same time, you do see that clothing shops, for 

example, have sixteen seasons instead of the four seasons we actually have. What I 

want to say is that the pressure on consumers through marketing and social media is 

very high. Also for very young people. I think that this all fits within the LE, of buying 

as many products as possible in as short a time as possible and preferably as much as 

possible. (PA2) 

Despite the difficulties, this narrative certainly argues that changing our consumption and 

lifestyle patterns must be part of the transition to a CE, otherwise the next generation, the 

victims in this narrative, will be saddled with all our problems.  

Solution: Simply said, the solution is to consume less and demand less. One of the 

interviewees put this as follows:  

We have to get rid of the idea that all you have to do is consume, that you always have 

to buy new stuff, that insane amount of stuff. Consuming less is certainly part of the 

CE. We should take better care of our stuff, want to have less stuff, and do less of 

everything. (PPP2) 

To overcome the problem of our addictive lifestyle, this narrative takes a quite philosophical 

approach to solve the problem. This narrative advocates for a reflection on what we appreciate 

most in life and for what society should strive for. During several interviews, it was suggested 
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that the current way of measuring societal progress does not align with a circular economy. 

The current obsession with economic growth should be replaced by something that reflects a 

much broader idea of prosperity and society’s well-being. One of the interviewees suggests 

that other indicators should be put central to measure societal progress: 

Until now, our progress has been measured by GDP, but could we also measure it by 

some kind of broad prosperity? Of which happiness could also be a part, or clean air, 

etc. If you change your measurement method, maybe your focus will change too. The 

CE offers the solution to take the first step towards changing the economic system by 

looking at prosperity from a broad perspective. (PPP3) 

If we continue to regard economic growth as our central pillar for evaluating societal progress 

or a company’s success, this will impede a successful transition to a CE, as this narrative does 

not believe that eco-economic decoupling is feasible. As the above statement makes clear, it 

suggests societal progress should not only be measured by a country’s GDP but should 

include other indicators as well. As the way to measure progress changes, other sorts of values 

are expected to become more important. The aim of a company should not only be to make a 

profit, but also, among other things, to provide clean air, reasonable incomes and good 

working conditions for all the people who contribute to the value chain. This idea is also 

expressed in the following quote from one of the interviewees:  

A word that is often avoided is ‘’consuminderen’’158 and ‘’degrowth’’. I would say it 

is not about degrowth, but more about a different appreciation. (...) It is about growing 

in other ways, growing in other aspects, and an economy based on other values. 

(PPP3) 

To introduce policies that affect our lives today, society must first be convinced that a 

different lifestyle and different choices are the better ones. Without society's support, 

politicians cannot make policy changes that affect people's lifestyles. Therefore, part of the 

solution lies in raising awareness in society, which is expressed by one of the interviewees in 

the following quote:  

You also need your citizens, who should start asking for more circular products and at 

the same time should start looking differently at how they use things and, 

consequently, adjust their lifestyle accordingly. (PA3) 

 
158 ‘’Consuminderen’’ is a Dutch words which implies the action of consuming less.   
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This narrative argues that if the government wants to encourage a more sustainable lifestyle, it 

should start to think about a broader idea of prosperity – about well-being - and about 

changing the social values we hold to be important. If society continues to hold on to the LE 

and does not seem willing to change its current lifestyle, nothing will ever change. This was 

expressed by one of the interviewees as follows:  

It's time to really start living more consciously and to start living radically differently. 

I think that is the most important message, otherwise, the CE will never work. (PEA2) 
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4.1.4 Cross-boundary Cooperation Narrative 

The Cross-boundary Cooperation Narrative emphasizes that a transition to a CE must be an 

international endeavour to realise the circular prospects in which the EU plays a crucial role. 

The EU should set the standards for a sustainable future and create a level playing field for 

circular businesses to let them thrive.  

Table 8: The Cross-boundary Cooperation Narrative 

Setting & Plot  Characters  Moral 

Problem Victims Villains Heroes Solution 

You cannot 

realise a CE 

within your own 

borders  

Circular 

companies that 

compete on an 

unlevel playing 

field 

 

 

Companies 

unwilling to 

change to a 

more circular 

business model 

despite EU 

policy 

facilitating such 

a transition  

 

Policy making 

organisations at 

the EU level 

Standards set by 

the EU for a 

sustainable 

future and the 

creation of a 

level playing 

field 

 

Problem & Context: A common view within the Cross-boundary Cooperation narrative is that 

the Netherlands already had a very good waste and recycling policy, allowing for a relatively 

smooth transition to a CE for the Netherlands and to take a leading position within Europe. 

The problem in this narrative, however, is the realisation that a complete CE cannot be 

achieved within the borders of a single country. In all interviews, the importance of cross-

border cooperation is emphasised, because it is impossible to create a CE without cooperating 

across borders, as expressed in the following quote: 

There are opportunities for the Netherlands in the transition to a CE, but it should be 

realised that a full CE within the borders of the Netherlands or Europe is a utopia. 

(PEA3) 

There are many initiatives in which the Netherlands is engaged to draw attention to the 

potential of the CE as it believes cross-border cooperation is key to implementing CE 

principles outside of the Netherland and Europe. For example, one of the interviewees told 
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me, circularity has been identified as one of the priorities on the diplomatic agenda of the 

Netherlands. There are Dutch embassies all over the world that want to draw attention to the 

CE by organising trade missions.  

Linked to this dimension of international cooperation, this narrative resonates with the idea 

that companies should invest in the CE because it can lead to a strong (knowledge) position in 

this new economy, as expressed by the following quote:  

The Netherlands is a considerable player in the CE because it possesses a lot of 

knowledge. Knowledge can lead to innovations and economic renewal which is good 

for the Dutch businesses and the international economic position of the Netherlands. 

(PA1) 

Characters: This narrative argues decisions on fostering the CE should be made at the EU 

level and therefore the EU is seen as the hero of this narrative. Moreover, the EU has the 

means and capabilities to realise a CE on a large scale.  

In terms of the villains, this narrative points to companies that seem unwilling to change, 

despite the developments at the EU level regarding CE. The following quote expresses this 

idea:  

Companies certainly have a responsibility that they must live up to. At the same time, 

we are already seeing that for many companies there are risks in continuing with 

business as usual. Companies would do well to switch to a circular business model 

now. We know that CE is coming, as you can see from the developments in EU 

legislation. The only question is when it will all become stricter, but it will happen. I 

think companies really need to start working now. They cannot wait for policies that 

are still to come (PPP2) 

Furthermore, the EU wants to achieve a CE by 2050 through all kinds of legislative changes 

that help companies to move from linear to more circular business practices. However, not all 

legislative changes have yet been implemented, making it much harder for circular companies 

to compete with linear ones, which are therefore regarded as the victims of this narrative.  

Solution: The solution that is given throughout this narrative lies in the idea that the EU can 

set the standards for a sustainable future within Europe and beyond. This confidence in the 

EU is reflected in the following quote:   
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I believe very strongly in the difference you can make at the EU level. Our internal 

market is the biggest one. We can set a standard as Europe and I really believe that this 

is of enormous importance. I see a big role for Europe because you can implement 

concrete legislation. (…) I do see a role for Europe, for politicians to give the right 

signals, but also for producers to make other choices that are not always purely profit-

oriented. (PA2) 

This narrative emphasises the need for cooperation at the EU level as it leads to EU policy 

that should be implemented by all Member States. Compared to the outcomes of other 

multilateral organisations which often only concern recommendations and are therefore 

difficult to quantify, the compulsory character of EU policy can make a real impact. In other 

words, it writes the rules for a sustainable future. The advantages of EU policy are expressed 

in the following quote by one of the interviewees:  

Europe provides a platform for the CE. There must be rules, a level playing field must 

be created so that all countries abide by the same rules and no competitive differences 

are created. (PEA2) 

This narrative argues that the EU should help companies move from a linear business model 

to a more circular one, as companies will be reluctant to change by themselves. Policies 

should be put in place to facilitate such companies to remain competitive with organisations 

that have a linear business model, as it takes huge investments to change one's business 

practices. 

The necessary support of the EU regarding this matter is expressed by the following quote 

from one of the interviewees:  

If we ask them (companies) to adapt their products, we have to make sure that the 

companies can do so. This means creating the conditions for these adaptations to be 

feasible and viable on the market. Create a level playing field for these types of 

products. Moreover, encourage parties to buy these products because they cannot buy 

other products. (PEA1) 

Finally, this narrative argues that EU policy on CE will have worldwide effects as the EU 

standards will get adopted across borders. The more attractive the CE within the internal 

market of the EU, the more attractive it will be for other countries outside the EU to copy its 
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standards. Those international effects are reflected in the following quote from one of the 

interviewees:  

Action is needed at different levels, also at the EU level, where they are very 

ambitious and look at the long term. (…) Europe has influence and can become a 

forerunner in sustainability and CE, which in turn can become an export product. 

Europe is slowly but irrevocably on the move. (PPP1) 
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4.1.5 Just Transition Narrative 

The Just Transition narrative describes how climate change and the current economic system 

affect the lives of disadvantaged people more than more fortunate people living in the 

Western parts of the world. This narrative advocates for a transition that takes into account 

not only the planetary boundaries of the earth but also the social considerations regarding the 

lives of people. The main message of this narrative is that a transition can only succeed if it is 

done in a just way, with western countries supporting other countries in the transition to a CE, 

especially financially. 

Table 9: The Just Transition Narrative 

Setting & Plot  Characters  Moral 

Problem Victims Villains Heroes Solution 

The need for 

systems 

thinking in 

policy making, 

showing how 

climate change 

and the current 

economic 

system affect 

the lives of 

disadvantaged 

people 

tremendously  

People living in 

low and middle-

income 

countries 

(mainly the 

Global south) 

 

 

The (mainly 

Western) 

countries that 

only stand up 

for their own 

interests and 

disregard all 

others 

People/organisations 

contributing to a just 

transition  

 

 

A just 

transition, truth 

prices and 

financial 

support from 

industrialised 

countries to 

non-

industrialised 

countries  

 

 

 

 

Problem & Context: To understand the climate crisis and its related problems, this narrative 

emphasizes the importance of adopting a system perspective in policymaking. One should 

consider that systems such as the economy, society and environment are interdependent, 

meaning that they are all interconnected. If one is affected all of them will be affected. 

Therefore, one should not only focus on one particular issue but address all of them 

simultaneously.  
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This narrative strongly emphasizes that the CE is strongly linked with the climate question 

and it argues it has the potential to reduce 50% of the C02 emissions needed to stick to a 

maximum of the 1.5 degrees increase. In recent decades, climate policy has received 

increased attention around the world, but only recently the link between climate and CE has 

been highlighted. This observation is reflected in the following quote by one of the 

interviewees: 

What you see is that everything is placed in the framework of the Green Deal, and I 

noticed that in the beginning, the focus was on the climate, with the ‘’Fit for 55’’ 

package. And now you see that the broader sustainability agenda and digitalisation are 

being followed up and that the CE is also part of that. (PA2) 

Besides the fact that a system perspective shows the strong link between CE and climate 

change, it also reveals how the current economic system as well as a transition to a CE is 

impacting people’s life. Many interviewees refer to the idea of the doughnut economy, a book 

written by Kate Raworth. The doughnut represents the idea that society should aim to stay 

between two boundaries: the ecological ring and the social ring. Different from most other 

ideas about CE, the doughnut emphasizes the social aspects that should be included when 

considering a transition to a new economy. This is reflected in the following quote: 

You can look at the environmental aspects, but you should also look at the social 

aspects. This is reflected in the doughnut economy of Kate Raworth, which idea 

emphasizes to stay also within the social boundaries. Things like child labour still 

happen and we have to get rid of them.  (PPP1) 

Characters: By applying a systems perspective, it becomes clear who suffers most from the 

current conditions and who is responsible for this. Accordingly, this narrative points out that 

the lower and middle-income countries (mainly the Global South) are the ones suffering the 

most under the current economic system, as expressed by the following quote:  

The Global South suffers the most. Apart from the fact that they get all this rubbish, all 

kinds of crops are already failing which is so tragic. The extraction of all those raw 

materials is so not good for such an area, for such a country, for the people working 

there. There is so much hidden misery in the products that we can obtain. (PPP2) 

The main villains in this narrative are the people that sustain and profit from the current 

economic system, which is expressed by the following quote:  
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I think we have done that (the current climate and environmental crisis) ourselves 

through the linear economy. There are too many of us and we have invented an 

unsustainable economy. The price of externalities is not paid. Nobody pays the price 

for environmental pollution and climate change and that is no longer sustainable. We 

have slowly rolled into this system. There seemed to be no limits to growth, but now 

climate change, environmental degradation and social inequality are hitting us back. 

This in turn leads to unrest, war and migration. The failure of the system is pretty well 

exposed by these things. (PPP1)  

Another interviewee expresses the same reasoning, as shown by the following quote:  

I fear that we, the Western world, are responsible for the current situation. Since the 

Industrial Revolution, we have simply gone in the wrong direction, and since the 

1980s man's influence on the climate has increased enormously. This is really due to 

the Western consumer society. On top of that, it is tragic that we are relatively the least 

affected, even though we have been the real villains. (PPP2) 

This narrative makes a strong case for a transition that takes the interests of other countries 

fully into account, and therefore the people and organisations who are pleading for such a 

transition can be considered the heroes of the story. 

Solution: The key solution proposed within this narrative concerns the idea of a just transition. 

A just transition advocates that we should not only stay within the planetary but also the 

social boundaries of the earth. It is the idea that one should not only take into regard 

ecological but also social considerations in the transition to the CE, which should lead to a 

safe and just space for humanity. Therefore, the impact of the transition in other parts of the 

world should be taken into account as well, which is reflected in the following quote of one of 

the interviewees:  

If we are going to review raw material flows, let us make sure that they do not include 

slavery and that we pay a fair price for our materials. We only talk about a critical raw 

material if it is difficult to obtain, but not if many children have worked to obtain it. 

There are opportunities here, also in broad prosperity, to better involve the social 

component, because there is a social component to extracting and using raw materials. 

(PPP3) 
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Furthermore, this narrative pledges for the introduction of truth prices which includes the 

external costs (uncompensated social or environmental effects) in the prices we pay, which is 

also reflected by the following quote:  

External costs must be included in all our activities and purchases, whether it is flying 

or eating meat. This idea of truth pricing also means that many things simply become 

more expensive. I think it is foolish that we have ever given up on truth pricing 

because somewhere the price is being paid so that we can do things here cheaply. 

People in other countries are the first to suffer from this. For example, they work in the 

clothing industry or extract disgusting raw materials from the ground under miserable 

conditions and for underpaid wages. (PPP2) 

This narrative believes that a just transition will have a broad positive impact which will 

create new opportunities for countries that have been exploited for centuries. Moreover, those 

countries have the opportunity to develop in a more sustainable way than Western countries 

have done in the past. This should be financially supported by already industrialised countries, 

as one interviewee stated: 

CE can also lead to the economic diversification of countries worldwide, including 

African countries that have not yet, or only to a limited extent, industrialised. Here lies 

the opportunity for them to develop economically in a green way. This should be 

strongly supported by countries with more economic means because this level playing 

field is not equal in any respect. (PA1) 
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5.  DISCUSSION OF THE RESULTS  

The first part of this chapter analyses the five narratives identified in the prior chapter by 

examining which circular discourse they belong to, based on the discourse typology of Calisto 

Friant et al. This is done by explaining whether the narratives belong to the holistic or 

segmented discourses as well as whether they have a sceptical or optimistic perspective 

regarding decoupling economic activity from ecological degradation. This makes clear to 

which circular discourse most policy narratives relate, indicating which discourse type is most 

dominant among the Dutch policy actors. In the second part of this chapter, these findings are 

discussed. Based on the circular discourse typology, this research describes how the circular 

future in the Netherland will look. Thereafter, the findings of this study are compared with 

those of similar studies and some notable findings for the circular future of the Netherlands 

are highlighted. In the final part of this chapter, this research explains how the CE can act as 

an overarching concept by bridging the gap between opposing vision on environmental issues, 

which explain why the CE could be referred to as a ‘’contested paradigm’’.  

5.1 A Dominance of the Reformist Circular Society Discourse 

The application of the discourse typology of Calisto Friant et al. leads to two different 

analytical results that answer the research question central to this study. The first analytical 

result concerns the determination to which circular discourses the identified narratives relate, 

indicating which circular discourse is the most prevailing among Dutch policy actors. The 

second analytical result aims to answer the question of what these findings entail for the 

future of the CE discourse in the Netherlands, as the different types of circular discourses 

contain different visions and prospects. 

All the narratives are placed within the discourse typology of Calisto Friant et al. As 

illustrated in Table 4, most narratives reflect the Reformist Circular Society discourse except 

for the Addictive Lifestyle narrative which reflects a Transformational Circular Society 

discourse. Further, the Cross-boundary Cooperation narrative also reflects some aspects of the 

Technocentric Circular Economy discourse and the Just Transition narrative also has aspects 

of the Transformational Circular Society discourse. None of the narratives relates to the 

Fortress Circular Economy discourse. 

This reveals that the CE discourse in the Netherlands draws mostly on the Reformist 

Circular Society which has a holistic approach to social, economic, environmental and 

political considerations of CE, as well as an optimist view towards technical innovations 



73 
 

preventing society from an ecological collapse. It is noteworthy that only the Addictive 

Lifestyle narrative holds a sceptical view about the possibility of decoupling environmental 

degradation from economic growth, indicating that Dutch policy actors have very high 

expectations of innovations that would prevent the world from ecological collapse. 

5.1.1 Explaining Choices: Which Narrative Belongs to Which Circularity Type? 

This chapter explains to which type of circular discourse the five narratives belong. First of 

all, the reason why the Equal Collaborations narrative has been placed under the Reformed 

Circular Society discourse is because the narrative explicitly proposes to focus on social 

rather than technological innovations. Although it also advocates new forms of cooperation 

between companies and other organisations, it does not see a fundamental contradiction 

between sustainability and capitalism but tends more towards a reformed form of capitalism. 

Secondly, the Circulate Raw Materials narrative also relates mostly to the Reformed 

Circular Society discourse, as all aspects of economic, political, social, and environment are 

reflected within this narrative which indicates a holistic perspective of the CE. These aspects, 

for example, are addressed by the narrative in highlighting a concept such as Extended 

Producer Responsibility, increasing awareness among citizens, and promoting circular design. 

The solutions offered contain mainly legislative chances introduced by the government and do 

not ask for a complete reconfiguration of the current socio-political system.  

On the contrary, the narrative of the Addictive Lifestyle narrative calls for a complete 

transformation of society and is placed under the Transformational Circular Society discourse. 

It not only suggests that society should consume less and demand less, but also calls for a 

reflection on what society should strive for in order to bring about fundamental change. 

Moreover, it suggests that nothing will change if society sticks to its current way of life.  

The last two narratives were somewhat more difficult to place in the typology grid as 

they reflected multiple variants of the CE discourse. This phenomenon is also addressed by 

Calisto Friant et al. who refer to such discourses as ‘’hybrids’’, meaning that it includes 

elements of different narratives.159 As mentioned above, the cross-border cooperation 

narrative does not only reflect aspects of Reformist Circular society discourse but also those 

of the Technocentric Circular Economy. This observation is made on the finding that this 

narrative is mainly, but not exclusively concerned with political and economic considerations 

 
159 Calisto-Friant et al., ‘’Typology of CE discourses’’, 14. 
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in its approach to CE by emphasising the role of the EU in setting the standards for a 

sustainable future and by pointing out the crucial role of a level playing field. Furthermore, 

the narrative is quite optimistic about the future, believing that EU policies can have global 

effects to overcome ecological collapse.  

The final narrative concerning the Just Transition reflects a holistic perspective on the 

CE by emphasising the need for systems thinking, incorporating not only economic and 

political considerations but also social and environmental ones. Special attention is paid to 

people in low and middle-income countries, especially in the Global South, who are the most 

and first to suffer from climate change and environmental degradation. The narrative also 

includes observations on how the current economic system works and how people are trapped 

in it. On the question of whether technological and social innovations can prevent ecological 

collapse, this narrative leaves the answer open. Although it makes a strong case for a just 

transition that keeps society between planetary and social boundaries, which can only succeed 

if (mainly Western) society makes a serious effort to go beyond material management 

activities and strive to achieve all aspects presented in the SDGs. Based on these reflections, 

this narrative belongs to both the Reformist and Transformational Circular Society discourses.  

 

5.2 A critical Discussion on the Circular Future of the Netherlands  

The next section discusses the implications for the future of the CE discourse in the 

Netherlands. As discussed above, the Reformed Circular Society discourse is most strongly 

promoted among Dutch policy actors and therefore the implications of this discourse are 

discussed. After that, the findings of this research are compared to similar studies on CE 

discourse and policy in the Netherlands and the EU, leading to some notable observations for 

the circular future of the Netherlands.  

5.2.1 The prospects of a Reformed Circular Society 

By drawing on the discourse typology of Calisto Friant et al., the Reformed Circular Society 

discourse suggests a profound reform of the current economic system and leads to social and 

economic innovations that guarantee a sufficient degree of eco-economic decoupling to avoid 

ecological collapse. This particular circularity discourse type expects a sustainable, abundant 

and fair future where environmental overshoot and scarcity have been dealt with through new 

business models, technological breakthroughs and social innovations. To get there, the CE 

discourse stresses the importance of socio-cultural change as well as the inclusion and new 
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forms of public participation. Regarding the value retention options derived from the R 

framework, the Reformed Circular Society discourse suggests that the CE in the Netherlands 

will mainly focus on the intermediate loops, which consist of R3 reuse, R4 repair, R5 

refurbishment, R6 remanufacturing, R7 reuse and R8 recycling. Furthermore, based on the 

dominance of the Reformed Circular Society discourse, it is suggested that the Netherlands 

will seek to reconcile capitalism with a sustainable and fair future for all. 

Not surprisingly, this discourse type of CE probably has the most appealing vision of 

circularity as it adds a human dimension but does not ask for a total transformation towards a 

new economic system.160 By comparing this with ‘’sceptical’’ discourses, which argue that 

the capitalist system is incompatible with a sustainable future, this discourse is found more 

attractive by most people. In fact, Calisto Friant et al. suggest that the Transformational 

Circular Society would be ignored by most people because they are too idealistic about the 

likelihood of fundamental socio-cultural change and the likelihood of a post-capitalist future. 

161 Only the Addictive Lifestyle narrative belongs to this type of discourse, which was 

strongly advocated by some interviewees, but at the same time, some others were reluctant to 

mention topics covered in this narrative.  

Furthermore, Calisto Friant et al. have differentiated the four circularity discourses 

based on the extent to which they successfully address five core challenges of the CE, which 

have been discussed in chapter two. Those five core challenges are based on a critical 

literature review of the CE and its gaps, challenges and limitations. The Reformist Circular 

Society discourse answers many of the concerns addressed in those five challenges, especially 

in terms of issues of justice, cultural change and governance as well as the complex trade-offs 

and synergies involved in tackling climate change, resource scarcity and biodiversity loss.162 

However, other issues are less adequately addressed, including the insufficient answer to the 

question of how the CE can lead to an absolute, global decoupling of environmental 

degradation and economic growth. The lack of evidence and inadequate research cast doubt 

on whether a CE can function in a system fundamentally based on economic growth.163  

 
160 Calisto-Friant et al., ‘’Typology of CE discourses’’, 14 
161 Calisto-Friant et al., ‘’Typology of CE discourses’’, 14 
162 Calisto-Friant et al., ‘’Typology of CE discourses’’, 4-6. 
163 Antikainen et al., “CE: Origins and Future Orientations.’’ 
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5.2.2 Win-win Scenarios 

As mentioned earlier, other studies have also examined circular discourses in the context of 

the Netherlands or beyond (mainly on the European level). One of the main observations of 

these studies is that it is very difficult to predict what a CE will look like in the future, as the 

concept has only recently been embraced by government organisations and businesses. It is 

noteworthy that the general perception in these studies is that the CE will primarily lead to 

win-win scenarios. For example, the study of Lazarevic and Valve identified four different 

narratives that shape the transition to a CE in the EU, which all suggest a circular future 

results in mainly win-win scenarios.164 This is also roughly reflected in the findings of this 

study, as most interviewees were quite optimistic and enthusiastic about achieving a circular 

future and had high expectations for it, despite the uncertainty about what exactly a CE will 

look like in the future. This optimism is expressed by one of the interviewees as follows: 

If we manage to make it fair for everyone, keep it fair and give everyone a fair chance. 

Then we will have a ‘’miracle world’’. The creative people, the start-ups, the younger 

generation and the companies can make it happen. (PPP3) 

These promising predictions were reflected in four of the five narratives, as four narratives 

can be identified as optimistic about the eco-economic decoupling, while only the Addictive 

Lifestyle narrative holds a more sceptical outlook. The latter argues that a CE cannot be fully 

realised without a change of people’s consumptive lifestyles and replacing economic goals 

with ones that are more focused on people's well-being. Although, it should be noted that the 

Just Transition narrative also does not only foresee win-win scenarios in a transition to a CE 

for all, as it states that currently the interests of low and middle-income countries, mainly the 

Global South, are not sufficiently represented. The fact that the consequences of a transition 

to a CE for those countries have been poorly researched explains why this narrative does not 

assume that a CE only leads to win-win scenarios.165 In addition, the people living in those 

areas are already suffering most from the consequences of climate change which problems are 

expected to will only get worse. 

5.2.3 The Important Role of the Government 

Another observation concerns the fact that almost all policy actors expect an important role 

for the government, which is considered to be the ‘’hero’’ in most narratives. Especially the 

 
164 Lazarevic and Valve, “Narrating Expectations for the Circular Economy.’’  
165 Schröder et al., The Circular Economy and the Global South, 11. 
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narratives connected to the Reformist Circular Society discourse expect a significant role of 

the government in leading the circular transition. This is also reflected in the study of 

Lazarevic and Valve who studied expectations that shape the CE transition on the EU level: 

‘’The narratives enacting the European circular economy are those of a hero’s story. The story 

of the several, interlinked expectations creates a champion that mobilises actors across the EU 

to a joint endeavour.’’166 Yet, the ‘’addictive lifestyle’’ and the ‘’just transition’’ narrative, 

which correspond the least to the Reformist Circular Society discourse, expect more from 

individuals and organisations that are not explicitly linked to the government 

5.2.4 The Importance of the ‘’Not-Said’’ 

It is also noteworthy that the interviewees seemed reluctant to raise topics that touched on 

sociocultural changes that would affect people's individual lives, e.g. changes in lifestyle and 

other consumption patterns. When interviewees were asked directly about how to solve 

problems regarding climate change and environmental degradation, their answers usually 

included those sociocultural changes. Yet, in answer to the follow-up question about whether 

such topics receive attention in their work, the interviewees answered that not much attention 

is paid to them. This could be explained by the lack of support in politics and society, which 

is expressed in the following quote of one of the interviewees: 

From a policy point of view, ‘’wanting to live with less, to do less’’ is not yet a theme 

because it is politically very sensitive. ‘’Consuminderen’’ (consuming less), the 

sharing economy, sharing activities, and degrowth strategies are not at all on the 

political spectrum yet. (PA4) 

This observation is rather curious since, on the one hand, the interviewees emphasised the 

important role of the government and, on the other hand, stated that some subjects are too 

politically sensitive and therefore receive too little attention, whereas the interviewees 

consider these subjects to be very important. This could also partly explain why the Reformist 

Circular Society discourse does not sufficiently address the challenge regarding how the CE 

can lead to eco-economic decoupling, as limited attention is paid to issues related to this 

challenge.  

Moreover, as Calisto Friant et al. have also pointed out, it is perhaps not only about 

what is said and dealt with most, but also about subjects that one strategically and consciously 

 
166 Lazarevic and Valve, “Narrating Expectations for the Circular Economy,’’ 66. 
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chooses not to mention and not to deal with.167 In line with the result of Calisto Friant et al, 

the interviewees barely touched on subjects such as overconsumption, downscaling, rebound 

effects, overshoot and entropy.168 The ‘’not-said’’ concerns precisely the possible weaknesses 

of the circular future in the Netherland and a continuation could lead to the discourse allowing 

for the positioning of a ‘’deliberately vague, but uncontroversial, circular economy’’.169 Yet, 

as mentioned, two of the five narratives had a more critical stance towards those subjects 

which could affect how the CE discourse will develop in the future. 

5.2.5 A Potential Gap Between the CE Discourse and Policies 

This research findings indicate a dominance of the  Reformist Circular Society discourse, 

which findings do not correspond with those of Calisto Friant et al. 170 and Palm et al. 171 , 

whose findings point out that the Dutch government and the EU followed a Technocentric CE 

approach for the CE. It should be noted that, compared to this study, both studies looked not 

only at the CE discourse but also at CE policy: Calisto Friant et al. also analysed 23 policies 

related to a sustainable circular plastics economy from the Dutch government and the EU; and 

Palm et al. also conducted a document analysis on EU documents regarding CE. Since their 

studies included both a discourse analysis and a policy analysis, this might explain why their 

findings point to a Technocentric CE approach, while the results of this study point to a 

Reformist Circular Society discourse. 

Interestingly, a similar result was observed in the study by Calisto Friant, Vermeulen 

and Salomone, in which they analysed both the CE discourse and policy at the EU of the 

Junker Commission (2014 to 2019). In their study, they found a dichotomy between the EU 

discourse and policy in which the EU discourse pointed to a Reformist Circular Society 

approach while the EU policies reflected a technocentric approach.172 This apparent gap 

between discourse and policy could also exist in the context of the Netherlands, as the 

discourse points to a Reformist Circular Society, while the findings of the other two studies 

mentioned show that a technocentric vision is more dominant.  

 
167 Calisto Friant et al., “Analysing EU CE Policies,’’ 344. 
168 Calisto Friant et al., “Analysing EU CE Policies.’’ 
169 Lazarevic and Valve, “Narrating Expectations for the Circular Economy,’’ 67. 
170 Calisto Friant et al., “Transition to a Sustainable Circular Plastics Economy in the Netherlands: Discourse and 

Policy Analysis.’’ 
171 Ellen Palm et al., “Narrating Plastics Governance.’’ 
172 Calisto Friant et al., “Analysing EU CE Policies,’’ 346. 
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When reading the findings of those studies in the light of this study, it should be borne 

in mind that those studies focused specifically on the plastics sector, whereas this study 

examines the concept of CE from a general perspective. Moreover, Palm et al. did not 

specifically look at the context of the Netherlands, but only concentrated on the EU discourse 

and the EU policy (which of course also influence the Dutch discourse). Next to that, several 

interviewees noted that their vision of the CE did not always correspond to the actual situation 

which could indicate a possible gap between the CE discourse and policy in the Netherlands. 

Nevertheless, to determine whether this is clearly the case, more research is needed into the 

CE discourse and policy in the Netherlands. 

5.2.6 CE as an Over-arching Concept 

Despite the slightly different discourses advocated between the by policy actors in the 

Netherlands, it is noteworthy that the CE acts as an overarching concept that is capable of 

bringing together the different perspectives on a circular future. It is therefore not surprising 

that several scholars have already pointed to the emergence of the CE as an environmental 

policy paradigm.173174 At the same time, it is neither surprising that Friant Calisto et al. refer 

to the CE as a contested paradigm as it has the ability to bridge the gap between strongly 

opposing visions of environmental policy.175 All in all, this study, as many others referred to 

in this paper, seeks to promote greater pluralism and inclusiveness in the debate and 

implementation of the CE as a contested paradigm. 

 
173 Fitch-Roy et al., “Going around in Circles?,” 985. 
174 Ellen Palm et al., “Narrating Plastics Governance.’’ 
175 Calisto-Friant et al., ‘’Typology of CE discourses’’, 8. 
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6. CONCLUSIONS 

The concept of CE is still under construction and discussion, but at the same time, it is 

developing into an environmental paradigm policy. Only recently the CE has been embraced 

by many different sectors of society, including the Dutch government who has set the 

ambitious goal to be fully circular by 2050, as a solution to the many ecological, economic 

and social challenges of the Anthropocene. For this reason, this study has examined the 

discourse of this contested paradigm among policy actors in the Netherlands. 

 

6.1 The CE Discourse in the Netherlands 

By using the NPF, this research finds that the Dutch CE discourse is constructed by the 

following five narratives: (I) the Equal Collaborations; (II) the Circulate Raw Materials; (III) 

the Addictive Lifestyle; (IV) the Cross-boundary Cooperation; and (V) the Just Transition. By 

drawing on the circular discourse typology of Calisto Friant et al., this research demonstrates 

that the Reformist Circular Society discourse is reflected by four narratives and thus the most 

dominant circularity discourse among policy actors in the Netherlands. Two of those 

narratives also relate partly to other discourse variants and only the Addictive Lifestyle 

Narrative does not reflect the Reformist Circular Society discourse. Based on these findings, 

this study suggests that the Dutch CE discourse is characterised by great confidence in the 

prospects of social and economic innovations that prevent a global ecological collapse and 

emphasise a sustainable future for all. A thorough reform of the economic system and socio-

cultural changes will lead to new forms of public participation and inclusion.  

Although the results show that the general perception of the CE discourse among 

Dutch policy actors is that the CE will primarily lead to win-win scenarios, this research also 

points to challenges related to the CE that are insufficiently addressed in the Reformed 

Circular Society discourse. The interviewees were reluctant to touch upon particular topics 

related to those challenges during the interviews. One of those challenges for the CE includes 

the insufficient answer regarding how the CE lead to an absolute, global decoupling of 

environmental pressure and economic growth. It is noteworthy that the interviewees stressed 

that the government plays a fairly important role in the transition to a CE, but that some issues 

are too politically sensitive and are therefore not sufficiently addressed. The Reformed 

Circular Society discourse holds an optimistic assumption regarding this question of eco-

economic decoupling, despite the inexistent evidence of absolute decoupling. This shows the 
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uncertainty regarding whether a fully CE can be realised within (a reformed) capitalist system 

as such a system draws heavily on economic growth.  

Since the Reformed Circular Society discourse does not call for a complete 

transformation to a different socio-economic system and makes a good attempt to include the 

human dimension in a transition to a CE, this circularity type is very attractive and 

consequently strongly reflected in the interviews. As for the human dimension of a transition 

to a CE, the Just Transition narrative shows that the interviewees did not approach the CE 

only from a Western perspective by mainly focusing on economic and technical aspects. The  

Just Transition narrative indicates that several interviewees raised issues regarding the 

inclusion of the interests of low and middle-income countries, mainly the Global South, in a 

transition to a CE, as the current economic system systematically exploits these countries. The 

narrative strongly advocates that a CE transition can only succeed if it is a just transition 

aimed at staying within the planetary and social boundaries of this world.  

Remarkably, despite the differences between the various discourse variants, the CE 

acts as an overarching concept that bridges the different or even contested views on the CE 

among Dutch policy actors. At the same time, this points out the possible weakness of the 

current CE discourse in the Netherlands as it is not able to address all issues sufficiently that 

the CE is facing.  

 

6.2 Future Research 

Furthermore, as shown by earlier studies on CE discourse and policy as well, there could be 

the case of a possible gap between CE discourse and policy in the Netherlands. As several 

interviewees mentioned that their vision of the CE did not always correspond with the actual 

situation, this could mean the Dutch policy is more characterised by other forms of circular 

discourses. Yet, this research did not include a policy analysis on CE and thus cannot make 

any conclusion on the existence of this dichotomy between CE discourse and policy in the 

context of the Netherlands. Therefore, this study encourages future research to take a critical 

look at CE policy in the Netherlands to determine what circularity discourse type is reflected 

most strongly and what that implies for the future of CE in the Netherlands.  

The circularity discourse typology of Calisto Friant et al. has the potential to provide a 

solid framework to analyse the Dutch CE policy. By showing which visions are missing, the 

discourse typology can help to bring new perspectives and ideas to the table. This enables 
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better and more comprehensive policy-making, which approaches the systemic and long-term 

challenge of sustainability from a plural perspective. In addition, a follow-up study could be 

conducted to investigate whether the policy narratives that shape the CE discourse among 

Dutch policy actors contribute to achieving the ambitious CE goals that the Netherlands has 

set itself. 

The concept of CE is in a very important phase where it can still go in many different 

directions. The way the discourse and policy surrounding the CE evolves will determine 

whether it will cohere, collapse or remain a contested concept. Given the importance and wide 

application of the concept within the context of the Netherlands and beyond, there is a great 

opportunity to use the concept of CE as a tool for transformative change. However, as this 

study has shown, the CE discourse in the Netherlands still faces many challenges and more 

scientific and empirical evidence is needed to determine which circular discourse should be 

advocated to make the transition to a circular future. 

 

6.3 Limitations 

In terms of limitations of this study, this research is neither exhaustive nor conclusive as it is 

based on the perspectives and opinions of eleven policy actors in the Netherlands. As such, 

the external validity of the research is limited. The interview data collected reflects the 

perceptions of the interviewees, and since individuals understand and perceive things 

differently, this should be taken into account when evaluating the results of this study. One 

should also consider the complexity in the analysis of discourse as some actors interviewed 

might have discrepancies between their practices and how they express things related to the 

discourse. Moreover, the discourse typology used represents four inevitable simplifications of 

certain discourses of CE, which cannot reflect all the diversity that each discourse variant of 

CE has to offer. Further research can address most of these complexities by adopting a 

combined research approach of qualitative and quantitative forms in examining CE discourse 

and policy.  
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