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Abstract: The aim of this study is to analyze how the concept of circular economy is viewed 
and defined within the Swedish public sector. Discourse analysis was applied to the semi-
structured interviews conducted with employees who work with circular economy projects at 
local, regional and national institutions. The research found that circular economy was 
perceived as a way to face resource limitations through continuous circulation of materials, 
which could also foster economic growth decoupled from extraction of finite resource. Actors 
perceived as important for the transition to a circular economy are: public sector, business, 
researchers and civil society, who are believed to be motivated by the notion that a circular 
economy will lead to a more sustainable society. Furthermore, it is assumed that different 
partners will work together towards the common goal of circular economy. In addition, the 
circular economy concept seems to offer a different rhetorical way of approaching 
environmental problems. The implications of this study could be used to deepen understandings 
of how circular economy could be implemented.  
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Summary: For the past decades we have enjoyed a higher access to more and more products. 
However, nature has started to show signs that it cannot keep up with providing the materials 
needed for maintaining the abundance of products that is enjoyed by some. Most things that we 
buy today will sooner or later end up at a landfill, because we assume that nature can keep 
providing the materials that are necessary for making new products. This is problematic 
because the planet we live on has limited amounts of resources which can be extracted. 
Furthermore when making products, fossil fuels are often used. The current ways of producing 
and consuming products have therefore led to problems such as climate change and a decrease 
of available resources. To face these problems, a concept called circular economy has recently 
gained increased attention. Circular economy, as opposed to the linear economy described 
above, aims to have a production and consumption of products where no waste is created. All 
materials used will constantly be reused, with the help of renewable energy, meaning that there 
is no need for extracting new resources.  

This thesis aims to explore how employees within the Swedish public sector views and 
defines circular economy by using interviews as a method. The public sector plays an 
important role in deciding how the current and future society will look like. It is therefore of 
interest to study how employees within the Swedish sector discuss and understand the 
concept of circular economy, because this will have an impact on how it might be 
implemented.  
 
Using a discourse analysis, a theory which analyzes language use, this thesis concluded that 
employees within the Swedish public sector perceives circular economy as an industrial model 
that through the constant reuse of materials eliminates the need for extracting new resources. It 
is also perceived that within a circular economy it would be possible to have economic growth 
without extracting more resources. Furthermore, it is believed that circular economy will lead to 
a strong cooperation between different actors in society. Finally, it is expressed that circular 
economy represents a new way of discussing environmental problems. Instead of limiting our 
impact on nature, circular economy is viewed as something that can help create a positive 
impact on the environment.  
 
The result of this thesis can bring further knowledge about how circular economy is viewed and 
defined in the context of the Swedish public sector.  
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1. Introduction 
The realization that society is heading towards a future far worse than the present has become 
more and more apparent in recent years. How to face this challenge has been a topic of heated 
debate. Some have suggested that the key to future prosperity is to slow down, and eventually 
stop economic growth, reaching a steady-state economy (Jackson 2009). Others see economic 
growth as the way to create a better future for our children and their children (The World 
Bank 2012). Evolving from this discussion, the concept of circular economy has emerged as a 
new industrial model to relate to contemporary and future resource scarcity. A relatively new 
concept, the notion of circular economy has in recent time gained increasing attention, e.g. by 
the European Commission’s recent proposals of measurements aimed to foster a circular 
economy (European Commission 2015). With this study, I intend to further investigate how 
the discourse of circular economy is expressed in thought within the Swedish public sector. 
The specific choice of the public sector is motivated due to its important role in societal 
change (Birney et al. 2010), and how circular economy is viewed and defined within this 
sector will have an impact on its potential implementation.  
 
  

1.1 The grave problems we are currently facing 
Contemporary consumption and growth patterns characterized by high exploitation of natural 
resources, increasing emissions and a highly volatile economy, has put society on an 
exceedingly unsustainable pathway. This industrial model has been described as linear or as a 
“take-make-waste” approach, due to its tendency to accumulate waste and not take recycling 
and reusing into account, neither in real or economic terms (Jackson et al. 2014; McDonough 
and Braungart 2002). Its consequences are as obvious as they are dangerous: not least failing 
ecosystems and endangering provision of resources and ecosystem services. Actually, 
resource depletion, increasing pollution and rapid loss of biodiversity due to the linear 
economic model has meant that the entire Earth’s system is now at risk of being pushed out of 
its function (Jackson 2009).  
 
The biggest source of planetary-boundary stress today is excessive resource consumption by 
roughly the wealthiest ten per cent, and the production patterns of companies producing the 
goods and services that they buy (Raworth 2012). The concept of planetary boundaries was 
developed by the Stockholm Resilience Center and aims to provide an understanding of the 
natural resources and processes on which humanity depends for a sustainable development 
(Rockström et al. 2009). Nine planetary boundaries are described to determine a safe 
boundary below the threshold or danger zone of each Earth-system process. Staying within 
those boundaries would mean a safe operating space for humanity (ibid).  
 
According to Raworth (2012), contemporary consumption patterns, along with other human 
activities, are resulting in overstretching the planetary-boundaries and thus the carrying 
capacity of the planet. WWF made similar claims in 2014 by releasing a report stating that we 
would need 1.5 Earths to regenerate the natural resources currently used, and that patterns of 
consumption is driving the increase in the world’s ecological footprint1 (Living planet Report 
2014).  A growing number of consumers are aspiring to emulate today’s high- income 
lifestyles and the excessive resource use of the privileged. Over the next 20 years, global 
                                                           
1
 Ecological footprint measure the area (in hectares) required to supply the ecological goods and services 

humans use (Living Planet Report 2014). 



 
 

2 
 

population is expected to grow by 1.3 billion, while the global middle class is expected to 
grow from under 2 billion consumers to nearly 5 billion by 2030 (Kharas 2010). To ensure 
that humanity´s use of natural resources does not stress critical Earth system processes – by 
causing climate change or biodiversity loss – to the point that Earth is pushed beyond its 
absolute limits, actions needs to be taken. Efficiency improvements alone are not enough as 
they can lead to lower prices, which may increase total resource use, also known as the 
rebound effect (Raworth 2012).  
 
The severe problems that mankind is facing have led to intensified calls for a more sustainable 
development. What, however, constitutes a sustainable development has been a subject of 
much discussion. Often sustainable development has been referred to as a development that 
ensures humans to meet “the needs of the present without compromising the ability of the 
future generations to meet their own needs” (World Commission on Environment and 
Development 1987, p.8). Furthermore, at times, it has been formulated that achieving a 
sustainable development could be reached through the fulfilment of three pillars: social, 
economic and environmental (Boström and Sandstedt 2004).  The definitions and 
interpretations of sustainability are however numerous and widespread, alluding to the 
difficulty of establishing what exactly constitutes a “sustainable development”. For a further 
discussion of the history and conceptualization of the concept see for example Mebratu 
(1998).   

1.1.1 New economic model needed  
Due to the ever increasing pressure on the environment, society is in need of a new economic 
model using radically less raw material and energy, allowing for humans to live within 
ecological limits. This can only occur through changes in social behaviors and reducing the 
incentives to continue with the take-make-waste approach. (Jackson 2009). Inspired by the 
functioning of natural ecosystems, the concept of a circular economy has emerged as a new 
industrial model that could support the transition to a different economic model. Circular 
economy is founded on the principle of the earth as a closed system where the environment 
and the economy are linked in a circular relationship (European Commission 2014). 
Advocates for circular economy argue that by treating resources in closed loops we may 
significantly decrease the demand for resource extraction, alleviating the problem of resource 
scarcity and environmental degradation. Reducing toxic substances from the value chain and 
abandoning the concept of waste could help to prevent today´s excessive pollution in addition 
to foster a healthier society (EMF 2012; Stahel 2010).  

 

1.2 Circular economy – the development of a concept  
The intellectual roots of “circular economy” stems from the American economist Kenneth E. 
Boulding. In his works, e.g. in The economics of the coming spaceship earth, Boulding 
acknowledges the resource challenges society might face in the future: “Earth has become a 
single spaceship, without unlimited resources of anything […], therefore, man must find his 
place in a cyclical ecological system” (Boulding 1966, p. 7). The development of the 
spaceship theory is therefore interpreted to be an early representation of the circular economy 
concept (Xie 2004).  

The report Limits to growth published in 1972 is another milestone in the development of the 
circular economy concept. It brought forward the issues of resource limits and argued for a 
production system that enables efficient re-use and recycling of products (Meadows et al. 
1972; Li 2010). In the late 1980’s the architect Walter Stahel − as well as chemist Michael 
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Braungart and designer William McDonough − discussed the idea of an economy working in 
loops and its impact on economic competitiveness, job creation, resource savings and waste 
prevention. According to all three scholars there would essentially be no waste in an ideal 
closed-looped system as it would serve as feedstock for other processes (McDonough and 
Braungart 2002,; Stahel and Reday-Mulvey 1981). But it was two British environmental 
economists, David Pearce and R. Kerry Turner, who in the early 1990’s were the first to coin 
the term circular economy in their writings of “Natural resources and environmental 
economy” (Li 2010; Anderson 2006). Other concepts, such as Biomimicry and Cradle-to-
Cradle, which also uses nature as inspiration, has further contributed to the development of 
the circular economy concept (Shewrin 2013).  

Over the past four decades various influences have been combined into creating the circular 
economy concept. Incorporated in the circular economy concept are multitude of concepts, 
which are building on different basic assumptions about the economy and the world. These 
different basic assumptions can be exemplified by how two scholars Kenneth E. Boulding and 
David Peace, who have been important for the development of the circular economy concept, 
had two very different perspectives on economic growth. Pearce, an environmental 
economist, saw that economic growth, if sensibly managed, could be good for the 
environment (Pearce and Warford 1993). The ecological economist Boulding argued, on the 
other hand, that the growth of GDP (Gross Domestic Product) should been perceived as a 
national cost instead of as income. Economic growth is thus seen as something that can cause 
the environment harm, rather than being beneficial (Boulding 1969). Boulding saw the need 
for developing a new theory of economics, while Peace argued for the reformation of 
neoclassical economics (Friman 2002). These contrasting assumptions about the economy, 
and indeed the world, may be an explanation for the lack of a common definition and clear 
explanation of what constitutes a circular economy (Bechtel et al. 2013).  

1.2.1 Circular economy today 
Currently, various scholars and experts have different interpretations on the concept of 
circular economy. In a report by the European Commission fourteen studies were analyzed in 
depth to create a working definition of circular economy (European Commission 2014). From 
this report emerges the notion that the circular economy concept is based on two pillars:  
 
The first pillar is the cradle- to-cradle principle, which is twofold:  
 
 

− Product design for durability, disassembly and refurbishment. Business should apply 
the principles of eco-design to all their products, e.g. phase out the use of non-
renewable resources and replace it with renewable alternatives, eliminate as many 
toxic elements and hazardous materials as possible, increase the life and reuse 
potential of products, etc. (McDonough and Braungart, 2002).  
 
 

− Modern circular and regenerative forms of consumption. This ranges from anaerobic 
digestion of household waste to product recovery. In addition, models of consumption 
should change from buyer to user (i.e. strive towards a more service based 
consumption) (ibid).  
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Within the cradle-to-cradle principle there is distinction made between Eco-efficiency and 
Eco-effectiveness. According to McDonough and Braungart (2002), Eco-efficiency is a term 
that primarily means doing less with more .Through measurements of efficiency in 
production, the negative environmental impacts are reduced, minimized or avoided, e.g. zero 
emissions. Where Eco-efficiency aims to reduce the unintended negative consequences of 
production and consumption, Eco-effectiveness, on the other hand, moves beyond zero 
emissions approaches by “focusing on the development of products and industrial systems 
that maintain or enhance the quality and productivity of materials” (Braungart et al. 2006, 
p.1). Eco-effectiveness is thus seen as something inheritably positive, moving past acts of 
efficiency, developing products that have a positive environmental impact (McDonough and 
Braungart, 2002). 
 
The second pillar is industrial symbiosis, which can be defined as a cross sector approach and 
a cooperation between actors who are not used to cooperate (e.g. between products designers 
and recyclers) throughout the whole supply chain of a product. Sharing of services (e.g. 
transports or by product resources) within an area to create synergies between businesses is 
also an important aspect of industrial symbiosis. Finally the spatial clustering of collaborating 
companies is highly important as it helps to make the interconnecting links in the supply chain 
and the exchange of residuals between links easier (Bastein et al. 2013). In some cases, 
though, exchanges can be made across geographical distances (European Commission 2014).   
 
According to Preston (2012), the circular economy concept emphasizes the importance of 
collaboration between different actors through the whole value chain. The actors referred to 
are not only product developers or manufacturers, but also decision makers in companies and 
political actors, because the circular economy approach requires a systemic change. 
 
In the literature discussing circular economy it is also generally concluded that it aims to close 
material loops, and that the resources can be distinguished into two categories: biological 
nutrients and technical nutrients. Biological nutrients consist of, e.g., food or wood products. 
These are seen as non-toxic and can be safely returned to the biosphere, where they 
decompose (European Commission 2014; McDonough and Braungart, 2002).Technical 
nutrients consist of materials such as metal, polymers and alloys, which are not biodegradable 
and are based on finite resources (EMF 2012; McDonough and Braungart, 2002). 
 
In order to keep the technical nutrients in a closed cycle, there needs to be a shift towards new 
ways of manufacturing. To ensure higher quality and durability new manufacturing processes 
must be implemented as well as new manufacturing steps need to be added (see Figure 1). 
The maintenance of products to conserve their original condition for as long as possible is a 
fist important step. In addition, by repairing or reusing damaged products, a significant 
amount of otherwise wasted goods, could be returned to consumers. Furthermore, the 
refurbishment and remanufacturing of products deemed old or outdated would allow keeping 
those products longer in the technical cycle. The final step would be the recycling of products 
at their end of life (EMF 2013). A well thought-through recycling system would encourage 
the retrieval of valuable resources, without degrading the quality, so that materials can be 
reused to manufacture new products (EMF 2012; Green Alliance 2011; Preston 2012). 
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 Figure 1: The flow of materials within circular economy-Biological and technical nutrients (EMF 2013, 
p. 24) 

 
Underpinning the (re-) manufacturing process of products is the usage of renewable energy, in 
particular solar power (EMF 2013). Using natural and renewable sources of power is seen as 
an important part of the circular economy (Preston 2012).  
 
Crucial to the circular economy concept is also that waste should be minimized and 
practically eliminated as it is designed out of economic activities, i.e. waste becomes a 
resource (EMF 2012). The biological and technical nutrients of a product are hence “designed 
by intention to fit within a materials cycle, designed for disassembly and re-purposing” (EMF 
2012, p.22).  
 
The implementation of the circular economy concept implies transforming, the production 
chains and consumption patterns, creating a new industrial system (European Commission 
2014; Preston 2012). A successful implementation of a circular economy would allow de-
linking prosperity from resource consumption, allowing for a resilient growth that does not 
rely on resource markets. The transition to a circular economy would thus offer new prospects 
of economic growth. (EMF 2012; Preston 2012). The systemic change in a circular economy 
is therefore at the industrial level, altering the way things are produced and consumed,  
 

To summarize: circular economy is an industrial model where waste is designed out, by 
addressing and changing how products are supplied and constructed. This process includes 
phasing out the need for extracting finite resources as well as improving the production 
processes. Improving the way things are produced, refers to having products that are durable, 
easily and economically repaired, upgraded or remanufactured. Furthermore they are to be 
designed to be easily recovered and recycled. The concept of circular economy also requires a 
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change in consumption behaviors to support the transformation from a linear to a circular 
industrial model (Green Alliance 2011).  

1.2.2 Collaborative consumerism within a circular economy  
Linked to the concept of circular economy are changes of contemporary consumption 
patterns. Changes in the patterns of consumption could help shift global resource trajectories 
away from business as usual. How resource efficiencies can be achieved by the sharing and 
reusing of products by the consumers is a key issue within a circular economy (Preston 2012, 
p. 10). Collaborative consumption or the ‘sharing economy’ are concepts based on the notion 
that the conventional ownership of things are being replaced by “schemes of sharing, 
bartering, lending, trading renting and gifting” (Botman and Rogers 2010, p. xv) 
Creating a more circular economy implies that there needs to be shift away from standard 
ownership models to “a new model of collaborative consumerism − in which consumers 
embrace services that enable them to access products on demand rather than owning them − 
and collaborative consumptions models that provide more interaction between consumers, 
retailers and manufactures (e.g. performance-for-pay models, rent or leasing schemes, return 
and reuse)” (EMF 2013, p.10). Thus the implementation of a circular economy suggests that 
there would be a greater need of controlling the material flows and a switch to services 
instead of products (Tukker and Tischner 2004).  
 
In practice, customers could for instance have a single account with a company, which allows 
them to access services, or they may sign long-term contracts on a repair or replace basis 
(e.g., for a computer). Such business models would also render in a set of incentives for 
companies to supply more reliable, durable and repairable goods, which would be aligned 
with a circular economy (Preston 2012). Selling goods as services, or performance, would 
result in a more resource effective production system (Stahel 2012). 
 

1.3 Purpose of the study  
The purpose of this study is to establish what are the basic elements of the circular economy 
discourse in the Swedish public sector. The second aim, following from the first is, to analyze 
how the discourse is expressed in thought.  

1.3.1 Research questions  
 

- What are the basic elements of the circular economy discourse in the Swedish public 
sector? 

- And how, within this sector, is the discourse of circular economy expressed in 
thought? 

1.3.2 Scope of research  
The area of research in this thesis is the Swedish public sector. This particular scope of 
research is largely motivated by the novelty of the circular economy concept, and the very 
limited research that so far has been done on how the circular economy is viewed and defined 
within the Swedish public sector. In part the scope of research is also motivated by the fact 
that the public sector in Sweden has a profound role in influencing societal structures. How 
public sector employees working with projects concerning circular economy, think and act on 
circular economy is therefore of interest.  
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2. Method 
The method chapter describes how the empirical data was collected, as well as discussing the 
concepts of reliability, validity and reflexivity. A description of the coding process of the 
empirical data is also presented within this chapter. 

 

2.1 Collection of empirical data  
For the purpose of answering my research questions I chose qualitative interviews as my 
research method. Using qualitative interviews as a way of gathering data is useful when the 
researcher’s purpose is to understand a subject’s perceptions, and how they attribute meaning 
or value to certain things (Kvale and Bergmann 2009). The interviews conducted in this thesis 
are so called semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews are designed to focus on 
a subject’s interpretation of the world and how he or she describes certain phenomena. By 
conducting semi-structured interviews the aim is to make the interview situation resemble a 
normal conversation between two persons but where the discussion itself focuses on a number 
of predetermined topics.  

The interview questions were purposely designed to be open-ended. This gives room for 
follow-up questions that emerge from the dialogue between the interviewer and the 
interviewee. Although the aim of the interviews is to resemble an ordinary conversation 
between two people, the purpose of the interviews meant they had to be structured to a certain 
extent (Kvale and Bergman 2009).  In my study, the interviewee’s views and expressions 
about circular economy have been the main focus. Their narratives have been the focal point 
for my analysis of the circular economy discourse.  

The selection of interviewees is based on two criteria, which both had to be fulfilled in order 
to be eligible for an interview: 1) the person must be employed within the public sector at 
local, regional or national level and, 2) the person is currently working or has been working 
on projects which aims to encourage circular economy, cradle-to-cradle or industrial 
symbiosis. In the project description and aims at least one of these three concepts must have 
been used, and the public sector must have been one of the project stakeholders. The selection 
of these concepts was to narrow down the amount of potential subjects, since the scope of my 
research would have been too large if concepts such as “waste management”, “renewable 
energy” or “recycling” would have been included. In addition these three concepts also 
represent key aspects of the circular economy concept (See section 1.2.1), thus allowing me to 
have a consistent selection process of potential interviewees.  

In total I conducted nine semi-structured interviews with people employed within the Swedish 
public sector at the local (municipality), regional (regional office), and national (parliament) 
level. Three of these interviews were conducted and recorded in person. The other six subjects 
were interviewed through Skype. All of the interviews were conducted in Swedish. 

With the permission from the interviewees, all interviews were recorded using either a tape 
recorder or digitally recorded using the Amolto Call Recorder to support the transcription 
process and increase data validity.  

To aid the process of analyzing the empirical data, all nine interviews were transcribed with 
help of the interview recordings. Interview parts deemed important for answering the research 
questions were transcribed in detail while the remainder of each interview was summarized. 
The reasoning for this is that a complete transcription of an interview is time consuming and 
would not render in a more comprehensive answer of the research questions. The quotes used 
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in this thesis have been translated from Swedish to English.  

With the permission from all of the interviewees their real names have been used throughout 
this thesis. 

2.1.1 Reliability and validity   
When conducting a qualitative study it is worth discussing the reliability and validity of the 
research result. Reliability is referring to the trustworthiness of the research. The reliability is 
considered high if the result of the study can be repeated at other occasions using the same 
methods (Bell 2010). In relation to semi-structured interviews, the reliability is therefore 
reflected on whether the interviewee would change his or her answer during the course of the 
interview, and whether the interviewee would give different answers to different interviewer’s 
(Kvale and Brinkmann 2009). 

The interviewer´s reliability concerns in particular leading question, intended or non-intended,   
and these may impact the answers given by the interviewees (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009). 
An important decision researchers must take is how much information should be given to the 
interviewees before initiating the actual interview (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009). When 
conducting this study I chose to send all my research questions to the interviewees two or 
three days prior to performing the interview. I wanted to give the interviewees a chance to 
grasp what I intended to ask and also have time to prepare answers to ensure a high quality 
outcome of the interviews.  

Validity as a concept concerns whether a method describes or measures what it is supposed to 
describe or measure. The validity of a study depends on how well the theoretical assumptions 
for the research purpose are established, and whether the interpretations do follow the 
theoretical principles (Bell 2010). Determining the validity of interview transcripts can be 
more complicated than its reliability (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009). To increase the validity 
and accuracy of the data, the transcription, when finalized, was sent to the interviewees for 
approval to avoid any misunderstandings. In some cases, the interviewees added additional 
notes or comments to the document. 

In addition to determining the validity and reliability of a study, the researcher may consider 
the generalizability of the research. The level of generalizability hinge on to what extent the 
result of the study can be transferred to other settings (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009). Taking 
into consideration that the empirical data was collected through nine qualitative research 
interviews with employees within the Swedish public sector, the generalizability of the results 
should be seen as limited. The conclusions drawn will rest on the specific conditions and 
experiences unique for the Swedish public sector and those interviewed.  

2.1.2 Reflexivity 
The term reflexivity, in this context, refers to the process of examining both oneself as a 
researcher, and research relationships. Self- researching involves examining one’s conceptual 
baggage, one’s assumptions and preconceptions, and how these affect research decisions, 
particularly, the selection and wording of questions. Reflexivity also incorporates reflecting 
on the research relationship, through examining the relationship between the interviewer and 
the interviewee, and how the relationship dynamics affect responses to questions (Ehn and 
Klein 2007). 

In my role as a researcher, I have thus influenced the answers given by the interviewees. For 
example in my initial contact with the interviewees I presented myself as a student studying 
the master´s program in sustainable development aiming to write a thesis about the role of the 
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public sector in encouraging a more circular economy. Furthermore, my interviewees and the 
organizations they represent are presented with their real names, which could have influenced 
their answers. The selection of organizations was based on their documented work within the 
environmental field, e.g. some of the municipalities approached are part of networks such as 
Swedish eco-cities. Therefore, revealing the real organization names is seen as an important 
aspect to validate the subsequent choices of organizations.  The reason for presenting the real 
names of the interviewees is because they are representing unique roles within the 
organizations, making it difficult to achieve the purpose of anonymity.     

My presence and what I represent, as well as my own background and definition of circular 
economy, will thus have an influence on the empirical data being produced.   

 

2.2 Analyzing the data 
To support the analytical process of the gathered data, thematic coding analyses was used. 
Thematic coding analysis is a generic approach to the analysis of the qualitative data. The 
approach can be used as a realist method, which reports experiences, meanings and the reality 
of subjects (Robson 2011).  The first step of the coding process was to identify key words, 
e.g. “cradle-to-cradle” or “closed-loop”, which then would form subthemes, e.g. “Defining 
circular economy” or “Circular economy will lead to sustainability”. The second part of the 
coding process was to put the subthemes under four main themes. These main themes were 
based on John Dryzek’s analytical framework (see section 3.2 for a more in-depth 
explanation).  

 

2.3 Linking theory and method 
Moving on from method to my theoretical framework, I need to point out that characteristic 
for a discourse analysis is that it is a complete package, linking theory and method together. 
In a discourse analysis theory and method are intertwined, sharing philosophical (ontological 
and epistemological) premises concerning the role of language in the social construction of 
the world. The researcher must accept and consider the basic philosophical premises when 
collecting the empirical data (Jørgensen and Philips 2002).  While developing and conducting 
my interviews I therefore considered these assumptions.  

3. Theoretical framework 
Issues involving the environment seldom present themselves in well-defined boxes. Instead, 
they are interconnected in a variety of ways. The issues of climate change, for example, is due 
to the burning of fossil fuels leading to a build-up of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, which 
relates to issues of transport policy.  The problems of climate change are also connected to the 
destruction of the ecosystems, which act as carbon sinks; to issues of fossil fuel dependency; 
as well as problems related to alternative sources of energy. Environmental problems are thus 
complex, because they tend to be interconnected and multi-dimensional (see e.g. Dryzek 
2005). When humans try to confront environmental problems (be them individuals, or 
collective bodies such as governments), they are faced with two orders of complexity. The 
complexity of ecosystems which we have limited knowledge about. Human social systems are 
also complex, which explains the vast amount of work published by social scientists, trying to 
study them. Environmental issues tends to be found in the intersection of ecosystems and 
human social systems, doubling the complexity of the matter. As a situation gets more and 
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more complex, the number of plausible perspectives of how to interpret it will grow − because 
it will be increasingly harder to prove any of them wrong in simpler terms (ibid). 

This thesis aims to look at the complexity of environmental problems − and in particular the 
perspective of circular economy − from the point of view of how employees within the 
Swedish public sector perceive it. I will do so be applying the notion of “discourse”.  

In this chapter the concepts of discourse and discourse analysis will be described.  

 

3.1 Discourse  
The word discourse originates from the Latin word discursus, meaning running to and from. 
Within science and philosophy, discourse has mainly referred to “a particular way of talking 
about and understanding the world (or an aspect of the world) (Jørgensen and Philips 2002, 
p.1). A discourse influences the way people perceives and speaks about the world, and a 
discourse analysis aims to analyze the patterns that people’s utterances follow when they take 
part in different domains of social life (Lindegren 2007). A discursive perspective stems from 
structuralist and poststructuralist linguistics, which puts the use of language at the center. It is 
through language people gain access to reality, and it is through the use of language that 
people create “representations of reality that are never mere reflections of a pre-existing 
reality but contribute to constructing reality” (Jørgensen and Philips 2002, p.9). Language is 
an instrument of power, and it governs inclusion and exclusions. A discourse will form the 
way people view the world − how they decide what is real and how they get to know it. What 
is considered important and what is not, what is possible to do or say and what is not possible 
to do or say, and what is true or false, is determined by the discourse (Friman 2002). Here lies 
the power of language and discourses, because in a sense language creates the reality. It is, 
however, not to say that reality itself does not exist. Meanings and representations are real, as 
well as physical objects, but they only gain meaning through the discourse (Jørgensen and 
Philips 2002).   
 
Let us take the example of rainfall to better illustrate this relationship. The fall of rain is an 
event that takes place independently of people’s thoughts and talk. Exposed to it, everyone 
will get wet, irrespective of what they think or say. The rainfall is a material fact. However, as 
soon as people try to ascribe meaning to it, it will become part of a discourse. Some would 
place it in the meteorological discourse, while others might ascribe the falling of rain to the 
will of God. The point here is that the rainfall, as an event taking place at a particular point in 
time, can be assigned different meanings depending on the perspective or discourse. The 
different discourses will thus each point to different causes of action. Language, therefore, is 
not only a channel where information is communicated, but also a ‘machine’, which 
constitutes and changes the world (Jørgensen and Philips 2002).   
 
A discourse is shared by a number of individuals and groups, although these individuals or 
groups are not always aware that they belong to a specific discourse. Some individuals and 
groups are more embedded in the discourse than others. Although the discourse disciplines 
the subjects within it, it does not exclude the ability to think and act in relation to it. To think 
beyond the realms of discourse is not inconceivable, but it requires that one detaches oneself 
from the worldviews that the discourse portrays, which often involves sacrificing the power 
within the discourse (Friman 2002; Dryzek 2005).        
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3.1.2 Discourse analysis 
The aim of this thesis is to contribute to the understanding of the discourse of circular 
economy, within the Swedish public sector, by using a discourse analysis. My analysis will be 
based on the analytical framework developed by John S. Dryzek. Using Michel Foucault as 
inspiration, regarded by many as the father of discourse theory, Dryzek has developed an 
analytical framework which distinguishes four elements that serves as foundation for the 
study of discourses: 1) Basic entities whose existence is recognized or constructed; 2) Agents 
and their motives; 3) Assumptions about natural relationships; and 4) Key metaphors and 
other rhetorical devices (Dryzek 2005).  
 
According to Drzyek (2005) Basic entities are referring to the ontology of a discourse. 
Depending on the discourse, different things will be highlighted. Some discourses, for 
instance, will recognize the existence of ecosystems, while others might have no concept of 
natural systems at all.  
 
The concept of Agents and their motives discusses how different actors, both individuals and 
collectives, are described within a discourse. The agents, or actors, are mostly human, but can 
also be nonhuman. In one discourse one may find rational consumers, while another discourse 
might portray same individuals as unaware and ignorant people.  
 
Assumptions about natural relationships rests on the assumption that all discourses embody 
ideas of what is natural in the relationship between two entities. For example some might see 
a natural relationship between economic prosperity and environmental protection, in that the 
economic prosperity will render in stronger environmental protection. 
 
The final element, Key metaphors and other rhetorical devices, focuses on how metaphors, 
which is seen as rhetorical devices, are used to persuade listeners or readers by putting a 
situation in a particular light. For example, “spaceship earth” is a metaphor that aims to 
highlight earth’s limited resources, and just like within a spaceship, maintaining the life-
support system is crucial for survival (Dryzek 2005).  
 
Dryzek, like Foucault and other scholars within discourse theory, acknowledges that 
discourses can have tangible impacts. In particular the impact of a discourse can often be felt 
in the policies of governments or intergovernmental bodies, and in institutional structure.  The 
tangible impacts of a discourse can be exemplified by the terms “waste” and “resource”. 
Depending on whether an item is labelled as “waste” or as a “resource”, the way it is 
perceived and handled will be very different, e.g. from a legal stand point. If items currently 
regarded as “waste” instead are perceived as a “resource”, this will not only change how it is 
labelled but also viewed and handled.  
 
Although Dryzek sees discourses as powerful, they are not impenetrable. He believes that 
there can be a distinction made between power and discourse, which Foucault among others, 
would not subscribe to2 (Dryzek 2005). 
 
The choice of a discursive theoretical framework was based on the purpose of this thesis, i.e. 
to study how employees within the Swedish public sector view and define the concept of 
circular economy. The discourse theory is based on the perspective on how language 

                                                           
2
 Foucault would deny that there could be a distinction made between power and discourse, because according 

to him the discourse is the operation of power (Foucault 1980).   
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influences and constitutes the reality, which is aligned with the purpose of this study and lead 
to the subsequent choice of theory and method. The specific use of Dryzek’s analytical 
framework was based on that it draws its theoretical foundation from discourse theory. 
Dryzek’s approach is particularly useful because it allows pinning down the specific contents 
of a discourse. Furthermore its application on the environmental field, where the concept of 
circular economy can be placed, gave good guidance on how to approach the concept of 
circular economy from a discursive perspective.  
 

4 Empirical data and analysis  
In this section the empirical data and the subsequent analysis of the data will be presented. 
See Appendix B for list of interviewees.  

 

4.1  Basic entities recognized or constructed  

4.1.1Resource limits  
The notion that we live on a planet with finite resources is expressed by all of the interviewees 
and is one of the basic entities within circular economy: 

“My hope with the implementation of circular economy is that it will lead to greater consideration of the 
planetary boundaries. We are consuming more and more resources [...]. Circular economy is probably the only 
way of moving away from the waste-economy.” (EN) 

“If we keep depleting the Earth´s resources there will eventually be nothing left. We need a transition to a 
circular economy in order to survive.” (MH)  

“I have for a long time considered the question about circular economy as important, because our society has to 
become more circular in order to solve the issue of resource scarcity.” (EW) 

“All finite resources will sooner or later be gone.” (BH) 

The implementation of a circular economy can thus be seen as a response to tackle the issues 
of present and future resource scarcity. The root cause of increasing resource scarcity seems 
to be perceived as the current production system. The contemporary way of production is seen 
as wasteful and based on the concept of limitless supply of non-renewable resources.     

4.1.2 Circulation of materials  
Given the recognition of resource limits, a basic feature of circular economy is to create a 
production system, which aims to reduce the amount of resources needed for any given 
production, through circulation of materials: 

“Circular economy is referring to the creation of a sustainable closed-loop system. “(BH) 

“Circular economy is when you circulate material flows.” (ML) 

“At its core, circular economy is when you circulate all materials as much as possible.” (EW) 

Some of the key words frequently used by the interviewees to describe circular economy are 
“resource effective” and “cradle- to- cradle”: 

“Cradle-to-cradle is a prerequisite for a circular economy.” (JS) 

“The concept of cradle-to-cradle, where you manufacture things for recycling so that they can become new raw 



 
 

13 
 

materials for other products, is the basic level within a circular economy.” (EN) 

“Included in the circular economy concept is the notion of resource efficiency, which means that the products 
must last much longer.” (EW) 

“The introduction of the circular economy concept has meant that different actors can work together, striving 
for the same goal: resource efficiency.” (BH) 

Other frequent words to describe what a circular economy is are the reuse and recycling of 
materials, as well as using renewable energy to support this process. The key notion here is 
that circular economy is revolving around the continuous circulation of materials through 
schemes of recycling, design of products and so on. This circular approach to production is 
contrasted against a linear approach:  

“Instead of a linear production process, where a lot of waste is created, the goal is having a circular one.” 
(EW) 

“It is self-evident that we have to move over from a linear to circular economy, both from an environmental and 
economic perspective.” (LA) 

“The biggest gain with a circular economy is the reduction in material consumption and the use of chemicals. 
For some reason the linear flow has been accepted for a long time, despite the fact that we know it is not good.” 
(BN) 

4.1.3 Capitalist economy  
Few of the interviewees are questioning the economic system. Two of them though, are 
reflecting on economic growth and its impacts:  

“There are limitations for how much we as a society can grow [...]. I see circular economy as a way to lower the 
rate of economic growth, and instead have a low economic growth over a longer period of time. Otherwise we 
are facing the risk of total resource scarcity, for certain materials that are important for the production, within 
20 years.” (MH) 

“I think many associates circular economy with traditional economic growth but also accounting for the 
environment. Circular economy could be a tool to create such growth. We are stuck in the economic growth 
mindset, so it is hard to completely disregard it. It´s hard to promote the concept of circular economy if there is 
no possibility of economic growth. ” (LW) 

While few of the interviewees seem to challenge the capitalist economic system, some of 
them appear to make a distinction between ‘classic economic growth’ and a new type of 
economic growth: 

“It is a consumption that I believe is mostly focused on the classic way of consuming, in other words buying 
products, which makes me seriously worried. This is where circular economy comes in, that you buy the function 
of a product rather than owning it [...]. Establishing such a system will contribute to less resource 
consumption.” (EN) 

“Economic growth and circular economy can go hand in hand if you look at the quality of a product and how 
often it is used. By increasing the amount of times you use a product, could also result in economic growth.” 
(EW) 

“Circular economy and economy growth could go together much more so than traditional economic growth. 
What such a growth consists of, is something you need to reflect upon. It would be great if people can make 
money on constantly remaking things without using more materials and harmful chemicals.” (BH) 

“I am not an economist but I believe that there can be economic growth within circular economy.”(ML) 

“At the same time we can see when we have economic growth, the material consumption and pollution 
increases. The way economic growth works today means that we are destroying the foundation society is built 
on.” (LW) 
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Classic economic growth is referring to a growth based on a continuous extraction and 
consumption of (finite) resources, which in accordance with the discussion in the introduction 
of this thesis, is unsustainable given the recognition that we live on a planet with finite 
resources. The new type of economic growth within the circular economy discourse is, on the 
other hand, one that decouples economic growth from resource consumption. The discourse 
implies that by implementing a circular economy it would be possible to have production 
systems that do not require additional extraction of finite resources, thus allowing an 
economic system that can grow without negative environmental impacts. The capitalist 
economic system as such is not challenged.  

 

4.2  Agents and their motives  

4.2.1 Partners encompassing government-business- researchers-civil society 
The actors identified within the circular economy discourse are: Public sector, business, civil 
society and researchers. The motivation expressed by the interviewees is connected to the 
three pillars of sustainability. However there seems to be a stronger focus on economic and 
environmentally sustainability, and less so on social sustainability: 

“Better environment, but also creating new business opportunities and employment is the reason for why the 
region has started projects involving circular economy.” (BN) 

“Finite resources create an economic incentive to strive towards a circular economy.” (BH) 

“The reason for why Ronneby municipality is working towards a circular economy is because the municipality 
wants more tax payers.” (JS) 

“There are not only environmental motives, but the municipality also sees economic and environmental motives 
for the transition to a circular economy.” (LW) 

“I think everyone is concerned for what we are doing to the environment at the moment. That is a reason enough 
to create an incentive for moving towards a circular economy.” (EW) 

“Within a circular economy, not only the environment is a winner, but you also are creating more jobs and 
business opportunities for companies.” (LA) 

When the social aspect of circular economy is mentioned it is centered on job creation for 
those who have a hard time finding jobs:  

“Within circular economy there is a possibility to create jobs that do not require higher academic education, 
which gives more employment opportunities for people who have a hard time finding an occupation.” (BN) 

“As time went by there was a realization that there are a lot people struggling to find employment, such as newly 
arrived immigrants, youth, and people with mental or physical disabilities and so on. There is a motivation 
getting people in those situations integrated in society.”   (BH) 

 

4.3 Assumptions about natural relationships  

4.3.1 Partnership  
As mentioned above circular economy implies a partnership in which the public sector, 
business, researchers and civil society cooperate in creating a circular economy: 

“We also need university programs about circular economy, so you can create a linkage between business, 
public sector and research.” (MH) 
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“Educations, business and the public sector are important actors.” (ML) 

“To create more a circular economy in our area, you need to involve companies and higher education. Without 
higher education the level will be too low, academia needs to be involved. But if we can get companies and 
higher academia to be involved, together with the municipality, the outcome will be good.” (LW) 

“In my vision everyone is working towards a circular economy, both business and public sector. Research is also 
needed, because we need new technical solutions.” (EW) 

“I also believe that there needs to be NGO´s, like cradlenet that can create opinion.” (JS) 

“I see civil society as an important actor in the transition to a circular economy.” (BH) 

Rather than relying on one specific actor to make the transition, circular economy requires 
widespread commitment and cooperation from a range of different actors. Partnership and 
cooperation is predominant to the more individualistic approach, although there still can be 
competition between different actors, for example between different firms or municipalities: 

“What is unique about the circular economy concept is that you have a lot of actors that gathers under the same 
roof […]. By becoming more circular in the manufacturing process, it is possible to create competitive 
advantages within different production areas. This is absolutely necessary, otherwise we risk losing the ability to 
be innovative to other parts of the world. “(BH) 

“The municipality also hopes to see, with starting projects related to circular economy, that the local companies 
will increase their ability to compete.” (LW) 

4.3.2 Connection between technological and behavioral change  
Although many of interviewees connects the term circular economy to the way materials are 
to be used and how products are designed, many of the them also connects circular economy 
to a change in consumer behavior and business models:  

“To rent out the function of a thing, for example light instead of lamps, is also a part of the circular economy 
concept.” (EW) 

“Within circular economy there should also be a focus on the utility and function, which is connected to the 
sharing economy or collaborative consumption. “(LW) 

“We need to change our behavior. That we have norms that support a circular economy, for example keep 
reusing things.” (ML) 

“At the same time, the consumption behavior must change to have a circular economy.” (JS) 

“From my perspective, circular economy is about renting, sharing and borrowing. To get away from owning 
things and instead buy the function.” (EN) 

They seem to perceive that a technological change needs to be supported by changes in the 
human behavior. Attention is drawn in particular towards consumption behavior, and that 
ownership of things would turn obsolete, replaced by schemes of borrowing, renting and 
sharing. This suggests considerable changes in how society and individuals views private 
ownership. The discourse of circular economy therefore implies that there will be a change in 
how things are being produced (technological change) and that this is accompanied with a 
change in how things are being consumed (behavioral change). 
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4.4  Key metaphors and other rhetorical devices  

4.4.1 Circular economy is positive  
Prevalent in the circular economy discourse is how the concept itself spurs positivity: 

“The strength of the cradle-to-cradle concept and circular economy is that they don´t talk much about limiting, 
reducing, removing and avoiding, but rather try to ask the positive questions. How we can create a positive 
impact. The strength in that message is very clear […]. Some people have a very clear idea what sustainability 
is. When I say that it is not about setting limit s, but about doing good, it happens that people have hard time 
understanding that.”(JS)  

”An important aspect of circular economy is that everything we use should have the target to create a better 
environment […]. We should not be satisfied with, for example, reaching zero emissions of CO2, instead we 
should have a system that is CO2  positive […]. Sometimes it bothers me that when you talk about sustainability, 
you are talking about just reducing things.”(EW) 

“What is attractive about circular economy is that there is an optimistic outlook, that it is possible to solve the 
sustainability issues. In addition this is presented in a very concrete way.” (MH) 

“In general the circular economy concept is very positive [...]. It is not easy to find many losers within a circular 
economy. Who would be the losers in a circular economy I would have a really hard time identifying.”(BH) 

In a sense, the discourse of circular economy is reassuring because the rhetoric is focused on 
avoiding limitations or reductions, and there is no painful choices needed to be made between 
the environment and the economy as they both can prosper at the same time.  

4.4.2 Waste is resource  
The notion of what is waste is challenged with the metaphor “waste is resource”. What has 
previously been perceived as something non-desirable can now be viewed as something 
desirable, in other words a useful resource: 

“It is also about changing the mind set with those who are dealing with the waste. The best example of this is a 
waste company in the Netherlands. They don´t call themselves a waste company anymore, instead they are a 
resource supplier. They are supplying resources to the industry.” (JS) 

“Beside the idea of cradle-to-cradle, which is according to me is the basic level within a circular economy, is the 
idea of business symbioses interesting. Traditionally business symbiosis is when you productions plants in 
symbiosis, where one plants waste is another plants resource.” (EN) 

“We need to make the companies realize that their waste is a resource for someone else.” (LA) 

There is even a suggestion that the word “waste” should be replaced by the word “resource” 
to describe things formerly known as “waste”.  

“In general people in the municipality of Eskilstuna are very good at sorting out their waste, or maybe you 
should say resources.” (MH) 

The use of the “waste is a resource” can be linked to the recognition of finite resources. By 
labelling things as “waste”, these things are automatically defined as less valuable or even 
useless. But living on a finite planet, there is little space for quickly disregarded items.  
Through the change of discourse, and waste becomes a resource, the incentive to dispose 
things quickly will decrease. The underling notion is that something that is seen as a 
“resource” is treated differently and more carefully than something perceived as “waste”.  
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4.4.3 System change  
Within the circular economy discourse there is a notion of system change:  

“Circular economy is about system change, which will take a long time because people´s habits will take time to 
change.”  (EW) 

“The greatest challenge with circular economy is to change the current system. […]. At the same time there is an 
old system that is trying to prevent a transition to a circular economy.”  (EN) 

“It is not easy starting new things if the economic models in society do not support it.” (LW) 

The use of “system change” implies that circular economy is something radical, going against 
the prevalent system. However it is not entirely clear at what level the system change is taking 
place within a circular economy. Since the majority of the interviewees seems to accept the 
capitalist economic system, the system changing aspect of circular economy may be referring 
to how things are produced, going from a linear to a circular industrial model. In addition this 
seems to include behavioral change, where people need to change their norms and values in 
order to sustain a circular economy. Though one of the interviewees sees that circular 
economy is a new form of economic system: 

“Circular economy is a completely new system. It is a whole new way of looking at how the economic system 
should look like.” (MH) 

That circular economy represents a systemic change appears to be established, but at what 
level this change will occur is more uncertain.  

 

4.5 Less clear expressions and contradictions within the circular 
economy discourse 

4.5.1 Circular economy is nothing new  
Some of the interviewees, while they consider the term circular economy as novel, they 
believe that some aspects of it are not something new:  

“As I previously said I feel that circular economy is about old question, but packaged in a new way. We have 
been working with these types of questions for a long time, but we have not called it circular economy.” (LW) 

“Sometimes you get the feeling that circular economy is a little bit like the emperor´s new clothes, that you are 
actually are talking about a closed-looped approach which was something you already talked about in the 
1970´s.” (EN) 

“The term circular economy is new, but most things that exist in what we call circular economy, is something 
that have existed for a long time.” (BH) 

That certain parts of the circular economy concept do not represent something new, is not 
articulated by any of the other interviewees. This can, thus, be seen as a less clear expression 
of the circular economy discourse. 

4.5.2 A fully circular society  
As previously mentioned, a basic entity of the circular economy is that there are resource 
limitations. Through the continuous circulation of materials, it is implied that the material 
limitations mankind is facing, can be surpassed. However if it possible achieving a society 
that is 100% circular, essentiality a society without any waste,  appears to divide the 
interviewees. There are those who believe in 100% circularity:  
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”In the long term, society needs to become 100% circular.” (BH) 

“I presume that is possible the have society that is 100% circular. The road of getting there is long, but I believe 
it is achievable.” (MH) 

“Yes I believe we can become 100% circular.” (JS) 

While others are more skeptical to such a scenario:  

“I think it is going to be really difficult that there will be no waste that we cannot use. There are certain 
limitations for how many times you can recycle things.” (ML) 

“You should plan society with the idea that we should take care of everything. Perhaps in some cases there 
might be residues that you cannot recycle, in other words there is no possibility of making use out of it.” (EW) 

“100% circularity depends on what types of products and materials you are referring to. Perhaps 100% might 
be difficult to achieve, but the percentage of materials be circulated can reach a much higher number than what 
is the case today.”(BN) 

These conflicting opinions about the possibility of constructing a society where everything is 
circulated can be interpreted as a contradiction within the discourse of circular economy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 



 
 

19 
 

5. Discussion and reflections 
When discussing and reflecting upon how the interviewees have responded, it is important to 
consider which role they are representing, and how that influences their view of the world− 
and subsequently − how they answer the interview questions. How things are viewed and 
interpreted will be influenced by their role as an employee within the Swedish public sector. 
Highlighting this can, for example, be how social sustainability is discussed. In the empirical 
data, social sustainability seems to concern creating employment for those who have low 
access to the job market. Social sustainability seems not to refer to, for instance, alleviating 
poverty in developing countries. A potential explanation of that none of the interviewees seem 
to incorporate poverty alleviation in developing countries when discussing social 
sustainability and circular economy, is because this is outside of their role as public sector 
employees. In their day-to-day practice it is hard to combat and relate to global inequality, 
while issues of inequality in terms of employment opportunities, relate more to their everyday 
practice. Another potential explanation for why social sustainability is talked in such terms is 
that the concept of circular economy does not leave much room for considering the 
developing countries and global inequalities. As discussed by the interviewees, circular 
economy seems to be mainly driven by technological innovations, and in part behavioral 
changes. That such technological innovations predominantly will come from developing 
countries, where both financial and human capital is scarce, may appear unlikely.  

Furthermore it is worth discussion at which scale the interviewees are operating at, when they 
reflect on the concept of circular economy. Working within a municipality, by nature, will 
give a more local perspective of how circular economy is viewed and what it can offer, as 
opposed to a regional or national perspective on circular economy. The point of scale not only 
refers to the scale of the physical space, but also the scale of time. This may serve as an 
explanation to why some of the interviewees see 100% circularity as fully possible, while 
others do not. The case can be made that they are looking at different time scales; some are 
looking at the very near future, while others take the position of a very distant future where 
such a scenario may seem more likely.   

From the empirical data it emerges that there are assumptions about partnerships between the 
public sector, researchers, business and civil society, which are needed for the transition to a 
circular economy. It suggests that at a broader social (macro) level, these different partners 
will work together towards the common goal of circular economy. However, such partnership 
relies on a strong assumption that different stakeholders, with different interests, are willing to 
engage in such partnerships. Yet the notion of circular economy not only implies fostering 
cooperation at the macro level, but also sharing resources at the meso and micro level, at least 
to a certain extent. This is perhaps best exemplified by the notion within circular economy, 
that someone else’s waste is another one’s resource. Here it is important to reflect upon how 
“waste” and “resources” are perceived. It could be argued that there is a higher willingness 
amongst businesses to share the burden of waste than sharing a resource. If the terminology 
will change to that waste is a resource, it raises the question about the level of cooperation 
that can be expected between different competing actors.     

As discussed by the interviewees, circular economy do not mean abounding competition, on 
the contrary, it is seen as a way to gain competitive advantage, be it between municipalities or 
firms. Therefore, there seems to be a notion that circular economy can foster cooperation at 
the micro, meso and macro level and at the same time be used as a way to gain competitive 
advantage over other actors. 
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The discourse of circular economy also incorporates the notion of economic growth and how 
it relates to the recognition of finite resources.  As discussed in the introduction, the concept 
of circular economy draws its theoretical foundation from spaceship theory. This notion of 
resource limits is also prevalent amongst the interviewees. Yet, the establishment that there is 
a limit to how much resources that can be extracted do not seem to contradict the possibility 
of economic growth. Amongst the interviewees, there seems to be an expression of 
decoupling material consumption and economic growth. In other words that it is possible to 
have continuing economic growth without using more finite resources supporting it.  The 
economic growth would then, rather than coming from the consumption of materials goods, 
stem from an increase in the amount of services consumed. The perceived key in the 
transition to a more service based economy seems to be in the development of collaborative 
consumption. Those products, instead of being bought and owned, are leased or rented. This 
part of the circular economy concept brings up interesting implications for the notion of 
private ownership. In a circular economy will owning things be a thing of the past? In 
addition, the concept of circular economy, as discussed by the interviewees, seem to 
acknowledge that economic growth can be decoupled from new material input, by deploying 
a service based economy. However that an economy based on services will render in a society 
where there is no need of extracting finite resources, is a topic of much heated debate (see e.g. 
Jackson 2009). 

The power of the circular economic rhetoric, expressed by some the interviewees, brings up 
an interesting discussion about the framing of environmental problems. Often, at least from a 
personal point of view, the way environmental and sustainability issues are framed and 
discussed are from a pessimistic perspective. Seldom do you hear positive news about the 
state of the Earth. Perhaps this can, in some part, explain why so little progress have been 
made in tackling environmental problems, despite an increasing awareness of how humans are 
impacting nature. The issues are so overwhelming and solving them seems a distant future 
away, that there can almost be a feeling of apathy. With the rhetoric of circular economy, the 
framing of environmental problems is turned upside down. The questions asked are 
characterized by the notion that something can be done and that it is possible to create a better 
world. Expressed by some of the interviewees, the circular economy rhetoric is contrasted 
against the rhetoric of sustainable development, which was perceived as focusing more on 
limiting and reducing.  

Although this might seem as an optimistic, perhaps even naïve, way of viewing contemporary 
environmental issues, it none the less raises the question of what type of rhetoric used when 
discussing environmental issues. Using a rhetoric that gives the listener or reader a sense of 
optimism and a belief in the possibility of positive contribution, could serve as an important 
step in tackling environmental problems. This is not to say there should be a rhetoric that 
undermines the gravity of issues related to the environment, clearly there needs to be a 
balance. The concept of circular economy seems to offer a different, rhetorical, way of 
approaching environmental problems.  
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6. Conclusion 
The purpose of this study was to establish what the basic elements of the circular economy 
discourse in the Swedish public sector are, and how the discourse is expressed in thought.  

In this thesis the following elements constituting the discourse of circular economy have been 
identified within the Swedish public sector: 1) Basic entities recognized or constructed; 2) 
Agents and their motives; 3) Assumptions about natural relation; and 4) Key metaphors and 
other rhetorical devices. 

Furthermore the expressions in thought of the circular economy discourse within the Swedish 
public sector have been summarized under each element in the figure below. 

Figure 2: Analysis of the circular economy discourse in the Swedish public sector 

The Swedish public sector plays a profound role in influencing both current and future 
societal structures. Therefore, how employees within the Swedish public sector view and 
define the concept of circular economy is of interest, and will have tangible impacts on its 
potential future implementation.  

The research found that the interviewees perceived that a circular economy can face the 
challenges of resource limitations through continuous circulation of material, which also 
could foster an economic growth decoupled from the extraction of finite resources. Economic 
growth would then stem from an increase in the amount of services consumed, rather than 
physical goods. The key in the transition to a more service based economy is believed to be in 
the development of collaborative consumption. Those products, instead of being bought and 
owned, are leased or rented.  

Actors identified by the interviewees as important for the transition to a circular economy are: 
public sector, business, researchers and civil society, who are perceived to be motivated by 
the notion that a circular economy will lead to a more sustainable society. Furthermore, it is 
assumed within a circular economy that at a broader social level, different partners will work 
together towards the common goal of circular economy. In addition, the circular economy 
concept seems to offer a different rhetorical way of approaching environmental problems.  
The circular economy rhetoric frames environmental problems as solvable and that it is 
possible to have a positive impact on the environment, which is contrasted against a perceived 
conventional sustainability rhetoric that sees a need for limiting or reducing humans influence 
on nature. 
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7. Recommendations for future research 
Although the public sector plays an important role, it is not the only actor who could be 
considered vital in changing the contemporary industrial model. The perspectives of, e.g., 
business or researchers on the concept of circular economy have not been a part of this thesis. 
Therefore recommendations for future research would be exploring which other actors could 
be deemed important for the transition process, and how those actors view and define the 
concept of circular economy. Furthermore, it would be of interest to conduct research on the 
possible implications on private ownership within a circular economy.  
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Appendices 

 Appendix A: List of interview questions 

 

 What is you role within the specific project concerning circular economy and what is 
your overall role within the organization you are working for?  

Definition of  circular economy 

 Tell me more about the project (aim, motivation, why, what, what for, who) What are 
the desired outcomes for the project?  

 How do you define circular economy? (In an ideal world, what would the economy 
and society look like if it was based on a circular economy?) 

 Would a circular economy create a more sustainable society? Why/ why not? 

Public sector and circular economy 

 What role do you see public sector having in going towards a more circular society?  

 What actors do you think are needed to implement a circular economy? 
 Why do you think your region/municipality decided to implement circular economy? 
 What are the challenges and possibilities/potentials in implementing circular economy 

in your area? (especially from the point of view of the public sector) 

 

Follow up questions 

 To what extent can the society actually become circular? Is 100 % circularity 
possible?  

 Does the circular economy require a shift from short term to long term perspective? If 
so do we need to change the current way the political system works (i.e. election every 
4 years)? 

 Do you see companies being the main drivers in a shift to a circular economy or is the 
public sector equally important in such a process? Why/ why not? 

 Do you think in a circular economy and economic growth is possible?  
 Is there anything else you would like to add?  
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Appendix B: List of interviewees  

 

Interviewee initials   Full name  Position  Place of 
employment 

BN Birgitta Nilsson Process leader  The region of 
Västra-Götaland 

BH Bo Hjämlefjord  International project 
development 

Municipality of 
Växjö  

EW Emma Wallrup Member of 
Parliament 

The Swedish 
Parliament  

EN Erik Noaksson Innovation strategist  The region of 
Jämtland-Härjedalen 

JS Johan Sandberg  Branch head for 
CEFUR 

Municipality of 
Ronneby   

LW Lars Wiklund Municipality 
strategist   

Municipality of 
Eskilstuna 

LA Leif Andreasson  Project coordinator  Municipality of 
Sotenäs 

MH Mattias Hellström Eskilstuna-Strängnäs 
Energy and 
Environment  

Municipality of 
Eskilstuna 

ML Martina Lindgren Project 
leader/Communicator, 
CEFUR 

Municipality of 
Ronneby   

 

 

 
 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




