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Circular economy in the food and retail industry; a case 
study of the Swedish company ICA 
AVESTA MIRZA 

Mirza, A., 2016: Circular Economy in the Food and Retail Industry; A Case Study of 
the Swedish Company ICA. Master thesis E in Sustainable Development at Uppsala 
University. 52pp. 30 ECTS/hp. 

Abstract: The objective of this study was to examine how circular economic 
strategies could be implemented on the food and retail industry. The objective was 
broken down into four research question: RQ1 Within a food and retail company, 
what could be suitable product categories to transform into circular economic based 
solutions? RQ2 Which potential actors are influenced and need to be involved if a 
food and retail company wants to implement circular economic based solutions? RQ 3 
If implementing circular economic based solutions, what potential challenges might a 
food and retail company experience? RQ4 If implementing circular economic based 
solutions, what potential benefits might a food and retail company experience? 

The research plan for the thesis consisted of the case study of ICA, a literature study, 
semi-structured interviews as well as observations. The research found numerous 
product categories for circular implementations such as; product design & 
development, transport options for customers such as car-pools and rentals of 
bicycles, circular packaging, in-store rental structures, improved waste-management 
structures, collection structures for used goods and lastly, the rental implementation of 
solar panels. Actors perceived as important in the transition towards circular economy 
were also identified by the respondents and are; municipalities in which ICA operates 
business, suppliers of goods, the corporate office and a specialized design team, 
merchants and the increasingly powerful customer. Furthermore, the result of the 
research shows an increasing desire within all respondents to further ICA Groups 
sustainability measures in addition to a strong willingness from the merchants for 
implementing circular structures. The research also identified potential challenges as 
well as benefits, which were found within the respondents. The challenges were found 
to encompass the classic challenges, which face CE implementation and surrounded 
the creating of viable and rational economic structures for implementations. The 
benefits found stemmed back to the economic benefit of becoming more resource 
efficient as well as a stronger environmental profile, which in turn would lead to a 
strong competitive advantage on the market. 

Keywords: Sustainable development, circular economy, resource efficiency, cradle-
to-cradle 

Avesta Mirza, Department of Earth Sciences, Uppsala University, Villavägen 16, SE- 
752 36 Uppsala 
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Circular economy in the food and retail industry; a case 
study of the Swedish company ICA 
AVESTA MIRZA 

Mirza, A., 2016: Circular Economy in the Food and Retail Industry; A Case Study of 
the Swedish Company ICA. Master thesis E in Sustainable Development at Uppsala 
University. 52pp. 30 ECTS/hp. 

Summary: For the past decades we have enjoyed higher access to more and more 
products. This access to what many sometimes perceive as infinite amounts of 
products has however, started to show its effects of Mother Nature. Signs that nature 
cannot keep up with our increasing demand for resources are prevalent and our 
consumption patterns are to blame for this increasing climate impact. Household 
consumption alone is attributed to more than 60% of GHG emissions. Thus it is 
crucial that our consumption patterns as well as production patters shift from the 
linear economic model towards the circular model where resources are used more 
efficiently. 

The research plan for the thesis consisted of the case study of ICA, a literature study, 
semi-structured interviews as well as observations. The research found numerous 
product categories for circular implementations within ICA. Additionally, actors 
perceived as important in the transition towards circular economic implementations 
were also identified by the respondents. The research also identified potential 
challenges as well as benefits, which were found within the respondents. 

Keywords: Sustainable development, circular economy, resource efficiency, cradle-
to-cradle 

Avesta Mirza, Department of Earth Sciences, Uppsala University, Villavägen 16, SE- 
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1 Introduction	  
In this initial part of the research the background, problems we stand before and the 
dominant patterns of consumption and production will be presented. This is then 
followed by a problem definition and a presentation of the research questions. Lastly, 
a delimitation for the study is included in this initial chapter. 

1.1 Background	  

In 1960 the world population was three billion people, in 2000 it was six billion and 
2050 this number is expected to nine billion. The middle class is increasingly growing 
leading to a change in consumption and production patterns in the world (DN, 2016). 

Our consumption patterns and habits play a key role in the increase in climate impacts 
and resource use (Clinton, 2013). Household consumption is attributed to more than 
60 % of global GHG emissions in addition to between 50-80% of total land, material 
and water use (Lifset, 2016). It is safe to say that the present consumption and 
production pattern is draining the planet and its resources, leaving us vulnerable to 
resource depletion, major environmental disasters and economic exhaustion 
(Carlsson-Kanyama & González, 2009). 

The consumer’s attitude today has changed drastically when compared to the attitude 
in the 1990’s. Demands and new purchasing powers are occurring all over the 
economic spheres of the business world. Today giant international corporations such 
as DuPont & Nestle have evolved from creating products which only focus on the 
buyer and are instead focusing on the user and the user’s full experience of ones 
products (Vandermerwe, 1993; DN, 2016; IVA, 2016; BSR, 2010, Manzini & 
Vezzoli, 2003). This has led to companies working towards satisfying, as well as 
retaining existing customers by providing them with products that meet their demands 
and thus fulfill the customer’s environmental and sustainable desires (ibid). 

1.2 Societies	  Challenges	  

Never before has one particular species had such a tremendous impact on other 
species and the ecosystems as we human beings have had (Holmgren, 2014). During 
the last 10 years several commonly and widely acknowledged scholarly findings, such 
as the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (2005), planetary Boundaries (Rockström 
et al. 2009; Steffen et al. 2015), Ecological footprint (WWF, 2012) and IPCCs (2013), 
have all pointed in the same direction of human degradation. The natural cycles; the 
ecosystems and natural resources are being damaged and altered by human impact. 
Each year we use resources and the ecosystem services that require the capacities of 
1,5 planet to be able to keep up with and also support our societies (WWF, 2012). Our 
activities, the humans, have brought us from a 12000-year long period of stability, the 
Holocene, to a new geological era called the proposed Anthropocene (Rockström et 
al. 2009; Steffen et al. 2015). This is not to say that environmental changes did not 
occur in the Holocene, of course they did, however Earth’s regulatory capacity was 
able to maintain the stable conditions that allowed humanity to build society, as we 
know it today. The environmental changes today are dramatic in geological speed and 
of global nature compared to the earlier environmental changes that were slower and 
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occurring mostly in local areas. Since the start of industrialization human activities 
have destabilized our Earths systems and its natural cycles forcing the environment 
into a state out of balance. When reaching a tipping point, which is inevitable at some 
point, the result could be irreversible followed by abrupt environmental changes and 
with catastrophic consequences for the human development. Four of the identified 
boundaries within the planet have been judged to already being crossed (Steffen et al. 
2015) 

• An exponential population growth with an estimate of 9.6 billion people in 
2050 (UN, 2013) 

• Wasteful and unsustainable resource use, triggered by the high levels of 
globalized production and consumption have dramatic and harmful 
environmental effects 

• Poverty, which in turn causes a number of harmful environmental and health 
effects. Poor people in developing countries many times does not have the 
possibility to worry about long-term environmental effects because surviving 
is at stake. Because of poverty people in developing countries have a lower 
ecological foot print however, the population size in developing countries 
leads to a high overall environmental impact. 

• Lastly, in today’s economic system businesses producing goods and services 
are not held responsible for environmental costs, they are thus not required to 
pay for these costs which lead to businesses not taking them into account 
when making decisions about production. This means that external costs are 
not included in the market price and in addition resource extraction is many 
times even subsidized which in turn leads to a continued growth in resource 
use. 

This in turn means that if we do not stop this degradation trend ongoing in industry 
and consumption we risk altering the Earth’s systems so much that it leaves the stable 
conditions that we know can support and sustain our societies (Steffen et al. 2015). 
This is what got us here. 

1.3 The	  Dominant	  Consumption	  and	  Production	  System	  Today	  

The dominant and prevailing economic system today follows what is called the linear 
economic approach (Braungart & McDonough, 2010). A crucial element in this liner 
approach is the high use of fossil fuels; its cheap and relatively easy to access, hence 
why it is to a large extent what has fueled the accelerating economic growth since 
industrialization (IPCC, 2013). Research today however shows that three fourths of 
the remaining fossil resources needs to stay in the ground, untouched, if we are to 
stand a reasonable chance to restrict the global temperature rise of two degrees 
(McGlade & Eakins, 2015). In reality there are not “buts, if’s or what’s” it is black 
and white, the transition of the world’s fossil dependent energy system has to start 
now (ibid). The industrial world as well as the individual’s consumption patterns thus 
needs to shift from this ancient linear model to a circular economic approach 
(Braungart & McDonough, 2010; Manzini & Vezzoli, 2003). A new circular thinking 
needs to permeate both the individuals consumption patterns as well as production 
pattern that follow the linear economic model where resources are taken, used and 
later discarded in a non-sustainable way, leading to endless amounts of waste and 
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resources which could have been re-used in a more sustainable way for both the 
individual and the planet (Botsman & Rogers, 2010; Clinton, 2013). 

1.4 Problem	  

The circular economic (CE) approach or its terminology is a rather new approach in 
the industrial world explains Kopnina & Blewitt (2015). The approach has been 
implemented into various industrial companies’ procedures. Car manufacturers, steal 
companies and other industries have shown increasing interest in the strategies of the 
circular economic approach. However, the food and retail industry has not been 
equally quick in understanding the phenomenon of circular economy. One may 
attribute that to steal companies, for example, having a straighter line in how to 
implement more CE strategies because of its extensive use of natural resources. The 
ways of implementing CE on the food and retail domain of production and 
consumption may not be as clear cut as in industrial companies. This may be one of 
many reasons to why food and retail companies have yet to implement CE approaches 
in their daily activities; they simply do not know where to start. The theory of 
collaborative consumption presented both by Braungart & McDonough (2010) as well 
as Dabrowska & Gutkowska (2015) all emphasizes the importance of a shift in not 
merely production patterns but also the importance of developing sustainable 
consumption patterns. This shift from a linear economic model to a more circular 
model is thus crucial in becoming more sustainable (Braungart & McDonough, 2007) 

1.5 Objective	  and	  Research	  Question	  

Based on above, the objective of this thesis is to examine how a food and retail 
company could implement circular economy into their everyday business.  

The overall objective has been further broken down into four research questions (RQ) 
presented below. 

RQ 1: Within a food and retail company, what could be suitable product 
categories to transform into circular economic based solutions? 

This research question is relevant to find appropriate categories within the company, 
which can implement the strategies of circular economy. Not all areas of a food and 
retail business will be able to efficiently and successfully apply the model, thus to 
ensure success the appropriate areas able of implementing the model needs to be 
identified. 

RQ 2: Which potential actors are influenced and need to be involved if a food 
and retail company wants to implement circular economic based solutions? 

This question is necessary to understand what it would take for a food and retail 
business to implement the CE-model. This question identifies the actors within the 
company who would take on the role of ensuring the models implementation and 
success. 

RQ 3: If implementing circular economic based solutions, what potential 
challenges might a food and retail company experience?  
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This question sets out to examine the difficulties a company may face and the 
challenges presented in moving towards circular economic approaches. 

RQ 4: If implementing circular economic based solutions, what potential benefits 
might a food and retail company experience? 

This question sets out to examine the benefits of implementing circular economic 
models. 

1.6 Delimitations	  

This study is focused on the Swedish Food and Retail Company ICA and its operation 
of ICA Maxi Supermarkets and not the smaller ICA operated stores such as ICA 
Supermarket, ICA Nära or ICA Kvantum. 
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2 ICA	  Sweden	  
This chapter is to introduce the case; ICA, and give the reader a wider picture of its 
structure and operations. 

The increase in customer expectation and sustainability implementations is an 
everyday topic for Swedish Food and Retail Corporation ICA Group AB, which holds 
a market share of 36%. In 2015 the company reported an increasing demand for 
sustainable products in the organic sales division, which entailed an increase of 50% 
(ICA Sustainability Report, 2015). 

Internally ICA Sweden has also implemented many strategies towards becoming more 
sustainable in its businesses in Sweden as well as around the world. These include a 
very ambitious new climate goal of being climate neutral in 2020, this came after 
reaching its previous climate goal of reducing its CO2 emissions with 30% by 2020 
(ICA Sustainability Report, 2015). This target was reached six years ahead of plan 
and thus led to the more ambitious goal of becoming climate neutral. In 2015 WWF 
published a survey pointing to the increasing knowledge and interest of the Swedish 
people in terms of sustainability (WWF, 2015). This survey shows the increasing 
demands of consumers and the increasing expectation of sustainable options in terms 
of food (Ibid). The average person is thus becoming more sustainable in its way of 
life, which in term means that if a corporation wants to remain successful it needs to 
also become more sustainable. 

For an already ambitious ICA, which strives to fulfill its climate goal as well as 
socially sustainable goals, such as socially auditing all its producers in high-risk 
countries (ICA Sustainability Report, 2015), a new and bigger step forward is 
necessary, it is thus not enough being “less bad”. Instead ICA as well as all other 
industries and producers of goods need to instead strive towards being “good” 
(Braungart et al. 2007). This is necessary not only to remain the strongest food & 
retail business on the Swedish market but equally important to fulfilling its customer’s 
desires to be more sustainable and having access to better and improved options in 
regards to food and retail products (Botsman & Rogers, 2010) 

This step from being “less bad” to “good” would therefore include the circular 
economic approach where the linear approach to economy is reviewed and the “take-
make-waste”-model is developed into the opposite which thus is the circular 
economic approach where products are biologically degradable and/or re-introduced 
into the technical life cycle where one “reuse-reduce-recycle” (Braungart et al. 2007; 
Braungart & McDonough 2010). 

Being active and in the forefront of customer satisfaction ICA has implemented 
ambitious climate goals and taken a big and increasing interest in sustainability. The 
Corporate Responsibility (CR) department at ICA has implemented ethical projects in 
South Africa and Guatemala (ICA, 2015), as well as being the lead driver in the 
media covered sustainability project Klimaträtt (Klimaträtt, 2016). ICA is thus a lead 
driver in Sweden for sustainability and environmental innovations, which is the 
reason it has been chosen for this study.  
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It is however important to keep in mind that this study will take part in the food and 
retail dimension of ICA (ICA Sweden) and not include the other parts of operations 
such as Apotek Hjärtat, ICA Banken, ICA Fastigheter, ICA Försäkringar, Rimi Baltic, 
Hemtex, and Inkclub. This delimitation is necessary to establish so that no confusion 
occurs when reading and understanding this thesis. It is not to say however, that the 
results that will hopefully occur later on cannot be implemented on the other spheres 
of ICA. So when referring to ICA in this thesis it will mean ICA Sweden operations 
of food and retail, none other. 

Additionally, ICA differs in its organizational structure in comparison to other food 
and retail companies operating in Sweden. ICA consists of free ICA-merchants who 
themselves own and operate their store. ICA Sweden, which is the central office, is 
thus responsible for joint purchasing, logistics, market communication as well as 
supporting the merchants in every day activity and store development. The 
relationship between ICA and the independent merchants is controlled by what is 
called the ICA-agreement. This agreement states that ICA Sweden owns the brand as 
well as the location of the stores but the merchant owns and operates the store as they 
see fit (ICA Group, 2016). 
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3 Methodology	  
In this chapter the overall research approach and its different stages will be 
presented and explained.  

3.1 Research	  Plan	  

The research strategy for this thesis was a case study approach where ICA Sweden 
was chosen as the case. The desire of this thesis was to establish an up-close 
understanding of one case. As Yin (1994) explains the choice of a single case aims 
“to produce an invaluable and deep understanding, hopefully resulting in new 
learning”. As Bryman & Bell (2013) also states a case study consists of a detailed and 
thorough study of one case. An example of a case can include a single company or 
organization, which the researcher meticulously studies. Also, relating back to the 
research questions at hand which take on a ‘how, why and what’-characteristic the 
method of implementing a case study approach was deemed useful and suitable, this 
because these type of questions can be seen as exploratory which fit with the character 
of the thesis. Yin (1994) also explains that a case study has the strength to handle 
different types of information such as interviews, observations and documents, which 
is all types of information that will be handled within this paper, leading to this 
approach being suitable.  

To ensure validity in this thesis and as Yin (1994) explains multiple sources of 
evidence will be employed. This includes using literature in a literature study as well 
as observations and interviews with people from the different operational background 
within ICA. This thesis also takes on the role of its results being used for greater 
generalization, which also fit with Yin (1994) as well as Bryman and Bell’s (2013) 
case study theory. The research plan for this thesis thus includes a literature study, 
observations and interviews. 

3.2 Literature	  Study	  

The literature review for this paper will be have two parts, -sustainability & circular 
economy, in order to create satisfactory understanding and knowledge which will thus 
lead to being able to in the best way possible answering the research questions. The 
first part includes the theoretical framework regarding sustainability and will help 
answering the question of how to assess the sustainability of circular economy. The 
second part presents the literature research in regards to CE and the history and 
development of the philosophy. In addition the literature review will set a basis that 
will be used later in this paper when analyzing the case used in this study, ICA. 

In his book, Chris Hart (1998), presents five stages to follow when conducting a 
literature study. The first step included understanding the topic and thus mapping the 
topic so that a search for background information as well as ideas could be located. 
This resulted in researching and examining authors and study on the topic of C2C and 
CE. Once the initial information was reviewed online databases such as Libris, 
Uppsala University library database and Science Direct as well reports from ICA were 
identified and used to collect information. The fourth step included a detailed search 
of the sources and the databases in order to find articles, reports and books relevant to 
the topic. Lastly, the literature was analyzed using Jesson et al. (2011) process for 
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traditional literature review. Additionally, summaries of the articles and texts chosen 
for analysis were conducted to find ideas of implementations already conducted 
within industries and to also find similarities and differences in ideas within the topic 
of CE, the search words that were used for creating a knowledge base and to gain an 
understanding of the thesis topic included; circular economy, resource efficiency, 
cradle-to-cradle and sustainability.  

3.3 Observations	  

To understand how people operate and behave within a given context a researcher can 
employ the method of observation (McDonald, 2005). This approach can be used for 
understanding what people really do and how they really feel about a topic without 
only having to adhere to what they say. Osvalder et al. (2010) writes that for 
interviews to employ a deeper understanding of a respondent’s attitude it can be 
complemented with observations. The type of observation, which took place within 
this thesis, is twofold, natural as well as participatory observation. On one hand the 
natural observation meant the researcher not interfering with the action taking place, 
thus the respondent speaking freely. On the second hand, at the end of each interview, 
the participatory-type of observation was employed. Here the researcher joins the 
conversation and thus gains a first-hand perspective of the respondents opinion and 
attitude (ibid). At the end of the interviews the respondents were encouraged “think 5-
10 years down the road” and to “imagine a dream scenario” thus employing the 
second observation method presented.  

3.4 Interviews	  

Kvale (1996) presents seven stages on interview investigation; thematising, designing, 
interviewing, transcribing, analyzing, verifying and reporting. This method for 
conducting interviews was employed in this research. In order to collect empirical 
data to answer the RQ the choice was made to employ the method of semi-structured 
in-depth interviews over unstructured/structured interviews, this because of the need 
of collecting specific information relating to the specific topic.  

Thus interviews were used to collect parts of the empirical data so that the RQ could 
be answered sufficiently. In total ten people participated in the interviews and the 
majority of participants consisted of a fairly homogenous group (ICA-merchant) 
which was important to point to the critical similarities which in turn can be related 
back to the RQ (McCracken, 1998). For this study the homogeneity was created by 
including ICA-merchant as the largest group of participants. 

The semi-structured in-depth interviews were structured in five levels. Firstly, 
choosing respondent, calling respondent to see if a willingness to participate existed, 
emailing a descriptive email regarding the topic of the interviews, calling to schedule 
the interviews, and lastly, conducting the actual interviews (DiCicco-Bloom & 
Crabtree, 2006). To broaden the study and its presentation of CE a different actor 
operating in a very different sphere was also included, Marie Winslow-Andersson, 
Sustainability manager for Swedish Return Pack (Svenska Returpack). This interview 
was however mainly to widen the personal knowledge of the researcher thus it is not 
included in the result chapter. 



10 

Also, to ensure that each interview question covered and related back to appropriate 
research question, cross tables were made. The participants were also informed on the 
fact that the interviews would not be anonymous and were thus required to approve 
the transcribed interview. The transcribing part took place directly following each 
interview in order to minimize the risk of data being lost or misinterpreted. Di-Cicco-
Bloom & Crabtree (2006) as well as Kvale (1996) present risks with using transcripts 
since there are difficulties when attempting to capture the spoken word in text form.  

The actual analysis of the collected data took place in the early stages of the 
collection, this to help organizing and collecting coming data to simplify coming data 
collections. All transcribed interviews were studied closely to find similarities and 
reoccurring themes within the interviews.  

3.4.1 Selection	  for	  interviews	  

The project was met with much difficulty and an unwillingness to cooperate from the 
higher level of ICA. The initial stage of this study consisted of a workshop, which 
would have been held at ICAs office in Gothenburg. The workshop had been planned 
and structured and participants had been invited, unfortunately at the last minute 
higher-level management cancelled the workshop. Instead of the planned workshop 
interviews were tried to be established but since higher-level management cancelled 
the workshop the employees felt an unease of participating in interviews. This was 
also a large setback, especially considering the fact that this research was inquired by 
ICA and its corporate responsibility division. A third approach was sought out which 
included interviews from the corporate office in Stockholm, unfortunately these 
interviews never took place because of an unwillingness of setting up and finding 
relevant personnel to participate by ICA. This lead to new methods of data collection 
being sought out that did not require assistance from the office of ICA and thus lead 
to a wider implementation of the merchants of ICA, the people who drive operations 
in their privately owned stores. 

Moving forwards, because the purpose of the interviews was to explore the company 
and its merchant’s attitudes regarding CE and its implementation it was important to 
deploy enough interviews to fulfill a primary saturation point. A strategic selection of 
the participants was necessary and important to reach larger representativeness than 
merely randomly choosing participants. This strategic selection also meant catching 
the difference in opinions of especially merchants operating all over Sweden 
(Eneroth, 1989). It was thus important to include the actual owners of ICA Maxi 
Super markets to include their attitudes on sustainability and circular economy, thus 
nine phone interviews were conducted with ICA-merchants and several conversations 
and one deep semi-structured interview was held with Lena Bergendal, manager for 
environmental and social responsibility at ICA. Lena was also the contact person for 
this research project. 
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4 Literature	  Study	  

4.1 Sustainability	  

“Sustainable development is development that meets the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs.” (Brundtland 
Report, 1987) 

Sustainability is a word that is becoming well known in the business world as well as 
the academic world. Much focus is put on being sustainable and working within the 
planets boundaries. Rockström et al. (2009) published the article “A safe operating 
space for humanity” where the concept of Planetary Boundaries (PB) was presented. 
Later in 2015 the concept was updated by Steffen et al. in the published work 
“Planetary Boundaries: Guiding human development on a changing planet”.  

When referring to planetary boundaries the authors refer to the boundaries that have 
been identified and estimated quantifications of the most important environmental 
boundaries that we in society and the economy have to keep within, this in order to 
avoid the high likelihood of developing towards a very different state of the Earth 
system (Steffen et al. 2015). 

“Identifying and quantifying planetary boundaries that must 
not be transgressed could help prevent human activities from 
causing unacceptable environmental change” (Rockström et 
al. 2009, p. 472). 

In this work the researchers involved and described the detrimental effects of human 
activities, which have pushed the environment and the Earths system outside an 
11.700-year long period of relative stability known as the Holocene (Rockström et al. 
2009). Now the Earth is moving toward what is called the Anthropocene, a new 
geological era. Environmental damage has been occurring, even during the Holocene 
but not nearly in the same rapid effect as today. During this Holocene Earth have had 
the regulatory capacity to maintain the conditions that enabled humanity to flourish. 
However, industrialization changed the playing fields for the Earth (Rockström et al. 
2009). 
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Figure 1 – The current status of the control variables for seven out of nine planetary 
boundaries (Steffen et al. 2015) 

This figure was presented in Steffen et al. (2015) article and presents the climate 
change and biosphere integrity (formerly named biodiversity loss) as identified core 
boundaries. The two are highly integrated and an emergent system-level phenomenon, 
which in turn is connected to all other planetary boundaries. These two on their own, 
have the potential to push Earth systems out of its stable condition, Holocene (ibid). 

4.2 The	  Principles	  of	  Sustainability	  

To be able to later in this thesis, tie together CE with the principle of sustainability the 
sustainability framework of system conditions will be presented below. 

4.2.1 System	  Conditions	  

The System condition idea is a framework within sustainability, which is often 
referred to as the Natural Steps four system conditions. The basic conditions for 
sustainability in the ecosphere/society system are presented in figure 2 (Robèrt, 2000). 
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Figure 2 – The four system conditions (Robért, 2010) 

The first three conditions in this figure are towards the different requirements on 
human systems for ecological sustainability. The fourth and last condition however, 
regards our internal use of resources within our society; this fourth condition is 
required to make it possible to meet the other conditions. 

This framework by Robért (2010) is viewed as a robust science-based definition of 
sustainability and it focuses on the conditions between societal and environmental 
interaction. 

4.3 Cradle-‐to-‐Cradle	  &	  Circular	  Economy	  

The way we currently design, produce, use and dispose most of the products we come 
across and the packaging it comes in is through what is called a linear economic 
system, cradle-to-grave (Manzini & Vezzoli, 2003). This goes for both producers as 
well as the everyday consumers. This is often referred to as the “Take, make, waste” 
system of the industrial production as well as consumption (Braungart & 
McDonough, 2010). This model entails extracting natural resources from the earth, 
weather its from cutting down or drilling out resources. Then these natural resources 
are manufactured into products and packaging. The next step in the process of the 
linear economic model includes the retailers, which sell the products. Then the 
consumers come into play by buying the products, using the products and when done, 
discarding the product. This waste is then hauled off to landfills or waste incinerators. 
This is the simple version of the linear economic model, “take, make, waste”-system. 
This model is the predominant model in the world today; it is however according to 
many doomed to fail (Bocken et al. 2016). This because of the increasing limit that is 
becoming more evident in regards to natural resources, the price on natural resources 
such as metals, oil, timber, minerals etc have progressively increased over the past 10 
years, making everything more expensive (Circulareconomy, 2016; World Economic 
Forum, 2014). In the famous report that McKinsey conducted on behalf of The Ellen 
MacArthur Foundation numbers pointed to the fact that the EU alone could save 
approximately 630 billion US dollars annually if it was able to circulate 23% of all of 
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its material (ibid). This included reusing building material, furniture, cars, and 
electronics and so on. 

The circular economy is hence the opposite of the linear economy and instead strives 
to eliminate the wasteful ways of the outdated linear model (Bocken et al, 2016; 
Braungart & McDonough, 2007). 

4.4 Cradle	  to	  cradle	  

Within C2C the dominant environmental and sustainability approach is Cradle-to-
cradle (C2C) is a somewhat radical concept of sustainability. It focuses on the 
importance of the recycling of materials and products without a products quality 
deteriorating (Braungart & McDonough, 2010; Stahel, 1978). Its philosophy and 
thinking revolves around the term “waste equals food”. In this model all waste should 
be collected and function as “food” or as a part of an ingredient for the developing of 
new products (Braungart & McDonough, 2010). This model also emphasizes on the 
responsibility of an organization to implementing an active recovery plan for their 
products so that they can use their own products to make new ones (Van Der Wiel et 
al. 2012). Within the cradle-to-cradle approach this is called reverse logistics and is a 
fundamental part of the model (ibid). 

Within C2C the dominant environmental and sustainability approach is criticized for 
merely focusing on making the industry less bad by reducing, avoiding, minimizing, 
sustaining, limiting and halting, rather than actually doing things in a good way 
(Braungart & McDonough, 2010). This approach is called eco-efficiency, which 
primarily means, “doing more with less” (Braungart et al. 2007). C2C also focuses on 
what it refers to as eco-effective approaches. According to the authors of the Cradle-
to-cradle, Braungart & McDonough (2010) there are today two different strategies by 
which waste reduction can be conducted by an industry, the eco-efficiency strategy 
and the eco-effectiveness strategy. The authors state that the eco-efficiency strategy is 
a linear, cradle-to-grave approach (Braungart et al. 2007). Eco-efficiency thus focuses 
on maintaining or increasing the value of economic output while simultaneously 
decreasing the impact of economic activity upon the ecological systems (ibid). One 
can summarize the eco-efficiency approach as principally being a strategy for damage 
management and guilt reduction (Braungart et al. 2007; Wiel et al. 2012). The eco-
efficiency strategy is often what industries initially implement through for example 
climate goals and it may reduce resource consumption as well as pollution in addition 
to providing temporary economic advantages in the short term (Braungart & 
McDonough, 2010; Braungart et al. 2007). However, it lacks a long-term vision for 
how an industry/company/organization can establish a truly positive relationship 
between industry and nature (ibid). This approach McDonough and Braungart refers 
to as being “less bad”. 

“Eco-efficiency is an outward admirable, even noble concept, 
but it is not a strategy for success over the long term because 
it does not reach deep enough. It works within the same 
system that caused the problem in the first place, merely 
slowing it down with moral proscription and punitive 
measures. … Plainly put, eco-efficiency only works to make 
the old, destructive system a bit less so. In some cases, it can 
be more pernicious, because its working are more subtle and 
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long-term. An ecosystem might actually have more of a 
chance to become healthy and whole again after a quick 
collapse that leaves some niches intact than with a slow, 
deliberate, and efficient destruction of the whole.” (Braungart 
& McDonough, 2010 pp. 61-62) 

According to the authors reduction is needed but it is nevertheless not stopping the 
depletion and destruction. Reuse is also only good if a particular product being reused 
is not toxic and not releasing toxins during it time of use. Recycling is in most cases 
in fact down-cycling, which entail material that were not designed to be dissembled 
becoming a different material of low quality materials after recycling (Braungart et al. 
2007). This down-cycling may also in some cases, increase the contamination of the 
biosphere, this being the case for plastics and paint melted into recycled steel. 
According to the authors the ongoing recycling is mainly an end of the pipe solution 
rather than being part of the ideal product design (Braungart & McDonough, 2010; 
Braungart et al. 2007). 

The second and “good” approach within C2C however takes focus in the eco-
effectiveness strategy, one of the fundamental pillars of the theory and the idea to 
focus on (Braungart et al. 2007). The concept of eco-effectiveness means working on 
the right things- the right material, the right products, services and systems-, this 
instead of making the wrong things “less bad” (Braungart et al. 2007; Braungart & 
McDonough 2010). Eco-effective designers develop their vision from the primary 
purpose of a product or a system and consider the whole (Tukker, 2013; Manzini & 
Vezzoli 2003). The designers of the products are expected and supposed to think 
through what the goals are and potential effects, both the immediate and wide-ranging 
potential effects of a product (Manzini & Vezzoli, 2003). 

This way of thinking has developed to three basic principles for C2C (as well as CE) 
(Braungart & McDonough, 2010): 

1. Waste equals food. Nature’s nutrient cycles comprise the biological 
metabolism and the design of technical metabolism is mirroring them. 

2. Celebrate diversity. Ecosystems are complex systems that because of and 
thanks to its diversity enhance greater adaptability and resilience. 

3. Solar income, use it! 

The aim here is neither to minimize the cradle-to-grave flow of materials nor to 
lengthen the life cycles. The goal here according to Braungart & McDonough (2010) 
is to eliminate waste as a whole. The aim here is to create two cycles, one that is 
referred to as the biological cycle and one that is the technical cycle (ibid). In these 
cycles the materials in a product maintain their quality and can thus be utilized for 
recycling or reuse. The ultimate, and somewhat radical, goal within this theory is to 
reach equilibrium between utilized resources and returned resources (Barbiroli, 2006). 
Eco-effectiveness propagates the transformation of the products and their material 
flows into the two different cycles by means of maintaining a supporting relationship 
with the ecological system and future economic growth (Braungart & McDonough, 
2010). To conclude C2C, the founding principle of circular economy, one can say that 
all the waste that is produced by society needs to serve as “food” for new products, so 
that nothing gets wasted and so that in turn nature is not depleted and the environment 
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not polluted. ‘Waste equals food’ in practice entails a secure loop in which every 
nutrient is secure and valuable. 

4.5 Circular	  Economy	  

It was in the 1960s that British economist Kenneth Boulding started discussing the 
importance and need of connecting the economy to the circular ecological system. 
Later in the 1970s architect and economist, Walter Stahel discussed the need of 
creating an economy, which functioned in a loop system, a self-replenishing economy 
(Stahel, 1982). Stahel’s thoughts were later continued by the chemist Michael 
Braungart and architects William McDonough, which successfully together launched 
the concept of cradle to cradle (Braungart & McDonough, 2010; McDonough & 
Braungart, 1998). It was later two environmental economists, Pearce and Turner, who 
were the first to coin the term circular economy. This term was presented in their 
writing “Economics of natural resources and environment” which was published in 
the early 1990s (Li, 2010). Thus the circular economic model is based on Stahel’s 
original thoughts and later Braungart and McDonoughs philosophy of Cradle-to-
cradle. 

“The circular economy model uses the functioning of 
ecosystems as an exemplar for industrial processes, 
emphasizing a shift towards ecologically sound products and 
renewable energy” Kopnina & Blewitt 2015, p.21) 

The circular economic approach is thus in fact not new but rather reintroduced ideas 
presented as a progressive intervention, in order to be lucrative and gain popularity 
(Kopnina & Blewitt, 2015). Circular economy and its original rhetoric of Kenneth 
Bouldings space ship earth is later echoed and reflected in the world record sailor 
Ellen MacArthur’s analogy of her limited resources on the small sailboat she used 
when sailing around the world and the limits we have on earth (The Ellen MacArthur 
Foundation, 2016). It is here that the term circular economy regained its strength and 
through Ellen MacArthur, in a successful way, re-actualizing old theories in a new 
concept where scientists and industry have gathered to spread the message of resource 
constraints and possible solutions found within the concept of circular economy. 

Today circular economy is a synthesis of the above mentioned and additional 
underlying ideas that are put together in an umbrella concept, which in turn 
encompasses the Cradle-to-Cradle concept.  

A distinction that can be found in literature is that circular economy in comparison to 
the Cradle-to-cradle philosophy is a practical application to today’s modern economic 
system of linear economy. It is also the practical implication to industrial processes 
and has since the late 1970 increased its momentum (EllenMacArthur, 2016). While 
the original Cradle-to-cradle principle is viewed more as a design philosophy, circular 
economy is viewed more as the actual implementation model. The two are however 
similar and follow the same philosophy on nutrients and its cycles, thus figure 3 is 
used by both schools (Circular Economy, 2015). 
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Figur 3-The Technical and Biological Cycle of Nutrients (Braungart & McDonough 
2010) 

4.6 Performance	  and	  Sharing	  Economy	  

The creation and implementation of a circular economy implies that there needs to be 
a shift away from today’s ownership models (Botsman & Rogers, 2010; Preston, 
2012). A new model of collaborative and sustainable consumerism needs to be 
implemented (Clinton, 2013). This would entail consumers embracing services that 
enable them to accessing products when needed, on demand, instead of actually 
owning them (Dabrowska & Gutkowska, 2015). A collaborative consumption model 
also would provide more interaction between consumers, retailers and manufacturers; 
this could for example be rent or leasing schemes and rent-reuse strategies (Botsman 
& Rogers, 2010; EMAF, 2013). Selling a performance or a product of services, 
instead of an actual product, enables the manufacturer to take back the materials and 
putting them back in the technical cycle (Botsman & Rogers, 2010; Braungart & 
McDonough, 2010; Dabrowska & Gutkowska, 2015). This leasing or rental approach 
ensures that a product later is returned to the manufacturer for optimal technical 
circulation. 

This rental/leasing approach would in turn also make businesses more inclined to 
design long lasting products that can be repaired, reused and recycled into new 
products. This model thus emphasizes the sale of services instead of products and is a 



18 

necessary step towards a circular economy and would result in a more resource 
efficient system (Stahel, 2010). 

Collaborative consumption or the sharing economy is ideas that do not have to be 
connected to businesses and could thus be organized between the users (Dabrowska & 
Gutkowska, 2015. They are based on the concept that ownership of things is replaced 
by the access to the benefit of the product at hand, this by “schemes of sharing, 
bartering, lending, trading, renting, gifting” (Botsman & Rogers, 2010). This 
dimension of consumerism also adds the possibility of new community contacts, 
which adds another positive element to this type of consumption. 

4.7 Circular	  Economy	  and	  Sustainability	  

In 2002, Braungart and McDonough published their book; Cradle to Cradle: 
Remaking the Way We Make Things (Braungart and McDonough, 2010) that focused 
on the link between eco-efficiency and sustainability. Braungart and McDonough 
(2010) emphasize that eco-efficiency strategies and methods used for sustainability 
today are still following the linear production system, i.e. cradle-to-grave. The authors 
thus recommend that C2C and CE frameworks are used for creating systems of what 
they call eco-effectiveness (ibid), these systems would support endless cycles of 
biological and technical nutrient (see figure 3). One can thus draw the conclusion that 
they with this notion instead of seeking sustainability are instead going beyond 
sustainability to create industrial systems that are not only minimizing negative 
effects but essentially is waste free leading to having a positive impact on the Earth 
and its systems making industry and consumption truly sustainable. 

4.8 Barriers	  for	  Creating	  a	  Circular	  Economy	  

A number of studies have identified different obstacles and/or barriers that hinders the 
implementation of a circular economy. The critique has consisted of the fact that the 
CE method implements a statistic model of reality where little regard is given the 
economic growth and increasing population growth. The CE primary focus on 
industrial processes is also criticized and viewed as problematic since it does not 
include the consumers role more widely (Geng & Doberstein, 2008; Moreno et al. 
2014) 

Bechtel et al. (2013) has concluded a wide interview study where the authors 
identified 165 barriers that increase the difficulty of transitioning from the linear 
economic model to the circular economic model. The barriers, which are considered 
most important in this process are (Bechtel et al. 2013): 

• Technological: barriers which are connected to specific techniques and 
processes such as for example the recycling of material and product design 
which hinders companies to whole heartedly transition from old methods. A 
products complexity, its composition of different material in interplay with the 
lack of knowledge of material re-use complicates the possibility and 
opportunity of replacing material with better options without risking the 
quality of a product (Moreno et al. 2014). 

• Legal: international differences, laws and regulations can create barriers. 
• Economic: The cost of re-organizing business processes, requiring new more 

circular techniques and educating staff implies new costs as well as risks for a 
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business, this in turn leads to hesitation and lack of will of implementing a 
circular economic approach.  

• The lack of state aid also takes away incentive for corporations to develop 
from the linear model to the circular model. 

4.9 The	  Importance	  of	  Circular	  Economy	  

One may ask what would encourage the transition towards a circular economic 
model? The rising costs of raw material as well as the technological developments 
and progress are only two of the driving forces behind the transition towards CE 
(World Economic Forum 2014). A country’s government is also incredibly important 
in this transition because industries operating within a country are held accountable to 
the national laws and regulation (Williander & Styhre 2006; World Economic Forum 
2014; Preston, 2012). The increasing awareness amongst the average consumer is also 
an important driver. New consumption patterns where more people are choosing 
environmentally friendly products is a important factor which can and will bolster the 
transition to CE (Geng & Doberstein 2008; Mathews & Tan 2011). 

4.10 Market	  Assessment	  

The market today is constantly shifting to adjust to consumption patterns and people’s 
new desires and purchasing patterns. Because of this constant changing businesses 
need to carefully monitor its market conditions (Lozano, 2015). To be a leader in the 
industry a company has to stay above the trends and adapt to new desires, this to stay 
market leading and competitive (Lozano, 2015; Meurling, 1978). Market assessment 
is thus a crucial part for a company’s entire business plan.  

4.11 Business	  plan/Business	  idea	  

When establishing a new business operation a company has to examine the market 
and the conditions of success with a new venture or idea. A company thus needs to 
research the need and requirements of the market to see if an economic success is 
viable (Kolár, 2006). A company needs to critically analyze business opportunity and 
see if the concept is strong enough and attractive enough for its customers. The 
understanding and assumption of the customers interested in buying, or in this case 
renting, a product is crucial for the company’s future revenues (Geng & Doberstein, 
2008; Kolár, 2006). 
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5 Results	  from	  Interviews	  
In this chapter the findings from the interviews will be presented in accordance to 
each RQ, but firstly a presentation of the respondents. Discussion and conclusions 
will also be presented in accordance to each RQ in the chapter directly following the 
results.  

5.1 Respondents	  

Interviews were conducted with ten people operating within ICA, see Table 1. This was 
then followed by an analysis to help visualize the attitudes surrounding CE 
implementations. In the table below the respondents participating in the interview study 
are presented. The interview guide that was used can be found in Appendix 1 in 
addition to a summary of excerpts, which can be found in Appendix 2. 

Table 1 – List of interview participants  

No Interview participants Occupation Date 
R1 Mats Nilsson (Emma Nilsson) Owner /CEO ICA Maxi Nacka May 4 
R2 Hans Gunnarsson Owner /CEO ICA Maxi Toftanäs April 27 
R3 Joakim Lindgren Owner /CEO ICA Maxi Umeå May 6 
R4 Kent Kristoffersson Owner /CEO ICA Maxi Östersund May 10 
R5 Bernt Welander Ownerm/CEO ICA Maxi 

Barkarbystaden 
April 26 

R6 Fredrik Grindemark Owner /CEO ICA Maxi Malmö April 28 
R7 Håkan Seiborg Owner /CEO ICA Maxi Vaxjö May 4 
R8 Patrick Wiberg Owner /CEO ICA Maxi Kalmar May 3 
R9 Christopher Plate Owner /CEO ICA Maxi Gothenburg April 25 
R10 Lena Bergendal Manager Environmental & Social 

responsibility at ICA 
May 10 

 

5.2 Suitable	  product	  categories	  to	  transform	  into	  circular	  economic	  based	  
solutions	  

Some difficulty occurred when identifying possible categories for CE 
implementations. Respondent R4 for example said “I do not have an specific category 
in mind in regards to this but I know from experience that we has merchants and our 
employees have many new and innovative ideas in regards to sustainability and 
resource efficiency”. R10 presented the importance of being circular starting from the 
early stages of product design and development, saying “We have to rethink the stages 
of product design and product development and make our products better from the 
beginning”. This desire was also presented within most merchants as well; the desire 
for better and longer lasting produce and products was spoken of in all interviews. 
The desire of implementing circular transport was also vivid within the interviews. “I 
absolutely think that customers would be positive towards car-pools and rental 
bicycles and this is a system fully functioning in other countries so why not here?” 
explains R3.  
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Another reoccurring result within the interviews with the merchants was the desire for 
more circular packaging. R7 pointed to what he called a “packaging hysteria” where 
more circular packaging is more desirable by the merchants as well as the costumers.  

The results also show an interest within all respondents towards the implementation of 
rental structures and “pay for service”-models. R3 for example presented an idea of 
implementing rental structures in regards to solar panel-rentals to ICA customers thus 
presenting a new category for circular implementation. In addition, R9 also presented 
the idea of renting porcelain for festivities as well as other products customers use for 
shorter time spans, such as children’s bicycles.  

Additionally several respondents also expressed the desire and opinion that much 
more could be done with the handling of used products. Many respondents also 
mentioned ICA taking a bigger responsibility in re-collecting used goods and either 
re-using the products, re-cycling or even distributing it to second hand markets, either 
in Sweden or abroad. “Another thing can be that we take in used products for re-use 
or recycling because I know from personal experience that the customers today are 
choosing companies that offer that service” says R9. 

Table 2 – Product categories for future implementations 

Product design & development 
Car pools/rentals 
Bike/carriage rentals 
Circular packaging 
In-store rental structures (porcelain, in-house appliances, grills etc) 
Waste-management (development of bio-fuel, developing of re-cycling centers) 
Collection structures (re-use, -re-cycling of material, second-hand markets) 
Solar panel rentals 

 

In the table above the categories that were spoken of during the interviews are 
presented. They are structured in the manner of how frequent they were mentioned, 
i.e. most mentions to fewest mentions. 

 

5.3 Potential	  actors	  influenced	  and	  who	  needs	  to	  be	  involved	  if	  a	  food	  and	  
retail	  company	  wants	  to	  implement	  circular	  economic	  based	  solutions	  

Six different actors were presented within the interviews; they are presented below in 
random order. 

Table 3 – Identified actors for future CE implementations 

Municipality  Suppliers Corporate office 
Design team Merchant  Customer 

 

The results present a strong desire for multi-sectoral cooperation across borders and 
businesses. R4 and R8, R10 emphasizes on the importance of cross-border 
cooperation several times in their interviews. “It is necessary to create a cross-
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border, trans-boundary cooperation between us as a company and the municipality, 
as well as the customer. It is not enough that we as a company do this; instead it 
needs to be a joined effort and cooperation between us and the municipality we 
function in. For this to become truly sustainable and long-term we need cooperation” 
says R8. This opinion on cross-border cooperation can be found in some way within 
all interviews.  

Also, the interview results identified another highly influential actor when and if 
implementing CE strategies, this actor is the suppliers in which ICA conducts 
business with. The result does however differ within the merchants which employ a 
more skeptic opinion in the willingness of its suppliers; “I feel that suppliers of our 
products would be skeptical because they are always looking to sell on more product, 
they are built on the notion of consumption” says R3. R10, however presents a more 
positive outlook on suppliers willingness of implementing CE strategies stating that 
“Suppliers today are very knowledgeable on these topics (sustainability). They 
understand that the market will demand a change and shift in consumption as well as 
production patterns, so there is money to be made here and suppliers know this”.  

The results also emphasizes on the importance of the involvement from the corporate 
office. An encompassing educational investment is deemed necessary from all 
respondents and is seen as crucial if wanting to drive the circular agenda forward, this 
permeates all interviews. On the corporate level it is also deemed necessary by the 
respondents to employ a specialized design team with the focus of developing circular 
products. For example R10 explains “A design teams also needs to form where 
circular thinking is a driving force, a specialized and competent team need to be 
employed. In addition I believe that education and knowledge is key. Everyone needs 
to be educated in the school of circular economy so that it is a natural part of 
everyone’s job and thus encompasses all spheres of ICA, naturally!” 

Another actor also presented in the findings is the actual merchants who operate 
businesses, the result, point to a genuine interest in sustainability and strong spirit of 
cooperation between the merchants which in turn drives sustainability, “We know 
from experience that we merchants are stronger together; when we do things 
collectively we have a much larger impact. We have the tendency to see the bigger 
picture and vision at hand and because of that we are also able to find sustainable 
solutions,” says R4. 

The last identified actor in the results is the customer. The results point to the 
customers being a very influential actor, “The constant increase in knowledge within 
the average consumer is making our customers expect more and thus requesting more 
sustainable and better products” explains R1 and R9. The result also found that all 
respondents believe that with the right tools such as positive marketing customers can 
and will be influenced to make more circular decisions in regards to consumption. 

5.4 Potential	  challenges	  a	  food	  and	  retail	  company	  might	  experience	  if	  
implementing	  circular	  economic	  solutions	  

A challenge that was present between most respondents was the notion of wanting to 
do too much to fast leading to forgetting what drives the company, which is economic 
gain explains R4. A few respondents also pointed to the challenge of costly 
consequences of trying to take on to much at once. R10 also explains “The challenge 
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internally could be that we want to do too much too fast, that we want everything to 
become circular right away. This could in turn lead to us losing our grasp and losing 
control of the development of CE”.  

The creation of new behavior amongst customer was also seen as a challenge across 
the interview results. The shift from owning products to renting them when necessary 
was met with hesitation at first glance. R2 explains the challenge by saying “I feel 
that a challenge could be that this (CE) would create new behaviors within the 
customer and its consumptions patterns”. 

The biggest challenge that was present in all interviews was the economic concern. 
“How do we make money on this?” asks R2, R4, R6 and R10. The result presents a 
difficulty in seeing how rational and viable structure can be created which in turn can 
lead to economic benefits. The results point to a problematic perception of CE where 
many of the respondents, especially the merchants (R1-R9) found difficulty in 
measuring economic gain. R7 simply explains “The Achilles heel for me is just how to 
get this to properly function” while R9 explains “For me the shoe does not really fit 
in regards to the economy behind this and unfortunately as long as the economy is not 
developed there is not an interest from my part”. This economic challenge is the 
greatest challenge presented in the interviews and can be found within all interview 
results. 

Another hesitation, which encompasses several interview results, is the lack of 
economic incentives from the state and/or government of transitioning to more 
circular tendencies, had there been economic incentives “most of us would be more 
incline to transition” explains R3. 

5.5 Potential	  benefits	  a	  food	  an	  retail	  company	  might	  experience	  if	  
implementing	  circular	  economic	  based	  solutions	  

The interview study shows a widespread and encompassing understanding within all 
respondents of the environmental benefit that circular implementations would entail, 
R4 explains, “I feel as though it would cost us more not to do anything, we have more 
to lose by not being prominent in this, sustainability is constantly developing and 
going further and it would cost us more not to advance”. The results show a clear link 
between environmental benefit and the notion of it in time leading to economic 
benefit. R8 explains, “Being a company who looks to make money we have to come 
up with a circular way of making money and saving material, there is a way of 
making money on this circular thinking. We also have to take part in the bigger vision 
and the bigger goal which is to work with Mother Nature and not exhaust her”.  

The potential benefit that was mentioned in all ten interviews was the idea of circular 
implementation leading to a strong competitive advantage, R1 explains “The benefits 
are many but mostly it makes our environmental/sustainability profile even stronger, 
this in turn makes us more attractive in the customer’s eyes leading to a competitive 
advantage”. This attitude was found in all interviews and the competitive advantage 
that would be created was one of the largest benefits found within the interview 
results. The results all refer to the increasing expectation of customers and that not 
“leading the pack” will result in lost customers and thus lost revenues.  
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The results from the interviews also show a widespread understanding of the 
planetary boundaries and the necessity of decreasing the use of raw material and 
natural resources in order for not only being more sustainable but also more resource 
efficient so that money can be saved. 
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6 Suitable	  product	  categories	  to	  transform	  into	  circular	  
economic	  based	  solutions	  

This part of the thesis includes a discussion and conclusions section tied to result as 
well as the theory. 

6.1 Discussion	  

The result from the interviews shows an overall positive attitude and outlook on the 
implementation of circular economic strategies from the respondents, this is in line 
with Steffen et al. (2015) work Planetary Boundaries: Guiding human development 
on a changing planet. When having the opportunity to present a specific product 
category in which this theory would fit some hesitation could be seen within the 
merchants and this was often explained to having to do with the lack of knowledge on 
CE this is also a common occurrence according to Braungart & McDonough (2010) 
and Braungart et al. (2007), which point to the organizational lack of knowledge in 
regards to circular implementations. This lack of knowledge was found within all 
interviews conducted with the merchants (R1-R9), not one had prior to the interview 
heard of the term circular economy. 

Dabrowska & Gutkowska (2015) write of the de developing trends within 
consumption and the importance and increasingly developing performance and 
sharing economy. This performance and sharing economy was met with many 
positive reactions by all respondents and many different ideas were presented by the 
respondents in regards for categories suitable for this type of implementations. The 
authors explain the increasing collaborative consumption trends of not owning but 
borrowing and sharing products and the importance of this type of thinking in the 
quest for sustainable consumption. Many of the respondents were exceptionally 
driven in the quest for sustainability and showed increasing interest in the CE method. 
As presented by Clinton (2013) the respondents all felt an importance of establishing 
more sustainable consumption and productions patterns within their operations as well 
as within their customers. Many ideas regarding rental structures, car-pools/rentals, 
bike rentals, product design & development, packaging and collection structures could 
be found in the respondent’s answers something, which is prevalent in the CE theory. 
As Botsman & Rogers (2010) states the sharing economy of for example rental 
structures involves unlocking the value of unused or under-utilized assets. A company 
should thus have a clear value-driven mission and be built on meaningful principles. 
This would in turn according to Botsman & Rogers (2010) empower companies to 
making the lives of its customers economically and socially better. This type of 
thinking also permeates all respondents’ interviews and many answers from the 
respondents are based on making the customers lives simpler and economically 
retainable, this is also in line with ICAs presented vision of making everyday a little 
easier for its customers (ICA Gruppen, 2016). 

Many respondents also pointed to the importance of better and more durable goods as 
well as produce with longer expirations, this is a crucial step in the quest for CE 
according to Braungart & McDonough (2010). According to Baungart & McDonough 
(ibid) this is referred to as ecological intelligence and a product with this intelligence 
is a product made with sustainability in mind stemming back to the design and 
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development stages of production (Braungart & McDonough, 2010). Manzini & 
Vezzolli (2003) also express the importance of strategic and sustainable design. They 
explain the importance of a shift of strategy where businesses focus on poorly 
designed products in the quest of selling as much as possible and instead present a 
system where products and services are jointly capable of fulfilling customers’ needs, 
this while creating and reorienting from current un-sustainable trends in production 
and consumption. Bocken et al. (2016) also point to the importance of integrating 
circular processes earlier in the product design stages. Bocken et al. (2016) explain 
this as being crucial in the early stages of design and development because once 
product specifications are being made; only minor changes are usually possible claims 
the authors. This is thus very much in line with the desires of all the respondents in 
regards to making new and more circular products. 

A new category of rentals was also presented by an ICA-merchant, who favored long-
term rentals over short-term rentals. This solar panel rental structure entailed ICA 
being the middleman and renting out solar panels to its customers. The use of solar 
power is highly favored by not only Braungart & McDonough (2010) but also by 
authors Mathews & Tan (2015) which emphasizes much on the importance of 
renewable energy and its necessity for becoming truly circular.  

Many respondents also wanted a development in the waste-management by 
implementing new recycling structures and more bio-fuel production by organic 
waste. An increase in a company responsibility in regards to collecting waste is 
developed by Van Der Wiel et al. (2012) and is seen as an important factor of keeping 
companies responsible and thus accountable for their waste-management.  

Additionally several respondents also thought much more could be done with the 
handling of used products such as clothing, appliances and other goods fit for re-use 
Many respondents expressed a desire of taking a bigger responsibility this re-
collection of used goods and either re-using the products, re-cycling or even 
distributing it to second hand markets, either in Sweden or abroad. Braungart & 
McDonough (2010) views re-use and recycling as fundamental in the quest for 
circular economy. Stahel (2010) also explains the importance of creating technologies 
so that products more easily can be repaired and re-used. Dabrowska and Gutkowska 
(2015) explain that second hand market and the use of second-hand products is 
increasingly developing and becoming a lifestyle for many. They also attribute the 
increasing level of education amongst the average person as being a factor in 
choosing to lend, borrow, barter, trade products and services instead of purchasing. 
They authors also attribute the increasing criticism of todays over consumption as 
having the effect of encouraging people to make more sustainable choices. Thus this 
is directly relatable to the respondents’ desire of better and more durable products, 
thus making products more sustainable from the beginning.  

Also, another category for implementation that was mention by most of the merchants 
were in regards to circular packaging and the transition from unsustainable packaging. 
Braungart & McDonough (2010) and Braungart et al. (2007) stipulate that products as 
well as the packaging they come in be made without toxic chemicals, this was also 
deemed important by the respondents.  

Another interesting result which was presented by R5 and R9 is the fact that homes 
today are becoming smaller and smaller. In fact micro-living is now an increasing 



27 

trend especially amongst students and young professionals. The respondents thus 
concluded that because of the increase in smaller homes, the average person will not 
have the possibility of storing goods, which in turn will automatically lead to a desire 
for renting products and paying for services over goods. This is directly in line with 
Dabrowska & Gutkowskas (2015) report of an increasing trend in collaborative 
consumption. 

The lack of knowledge on the topic of circular economy proves it difficult to find 
concrete examples of product categories within ICA Maxi stores where 
implementations could take form. None of the merchants involved had any prior 
knowledge on the term circular economy, which led to difficulty in finding product 
categories. However, many ideas circulated within each interviews with all 
respondents, which led to categories being speculated around.  

6.2 Conclusions	  

The conclusion is that the most suitable product categories to transform into circular 
economic based solutions seems to be carpools, to rental structures involving 
bicycles, home appliances and solar panels, see table 2. The presented results vary 
greatly and encompass new categories for ICA, such as solar panel-rentals, in-store 
rental models and ideas regarding customer transportation.  

The importance of creating better and more sustainable products from the early design 
and production stages were also identified within the participants and viewed as 
crucial in becoming more circular. 
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7 Potential	  actors	  influenced	  and	  who	  needs	  to	  be	  involved	  
if	  a	  food	  and	  retail	  company	  wants	  to	  implement	  circular	  
economic	  based	  solutions	  

This part of the thesis includes a discussion and conclusions section tied to result as 
well as the theory. 

7.1 Discussion	  

The first response within the interviews was often linked to the suppliers of goods. 
The suppliers and their willingness to adapt to more circular strategies were seen as 
crucial in the transition towards CE. According to Zhu et al. (2010) the importance of 
cooperation between suppliers and customers, which emphasizes on environmental 
concerns is a possible and important management approach for achieving 
environmental as well as productivity gains. The authors who has conducted research 
in China, point to the successes of circular economic cooperation amongst suppliers, 
companies and customers. The perception of the supplier amongst the respondents 
and their willingness of CE implementations was however two-fold in the results. The 
merchants were distinctively skeptical of the willingness of its supplier’s to become 
more circular. This was several times referred back to as going against the supplier’s 
first goal, economic gain and selling as much as possible. 

However, on the corporate level the views differed. The perception there was instead 
a more positive one, more in-line with Zhu et al. (2010) which entailed a more 
knowledgeable, and sustainability driven supplier, which understood where the 
market was headed and thus saw CE as the next natural step. Braungart & 
McDonough (2010) also express the importance of environmentally driven suppliers 
and point to the economic gain a supplier would face when implementing CE. 

It was also expressed within the merchants that a collaborative cooperation between 
them would increase the strength of future implementations. Some of the respondents 
believed strongly in the collective action and the collective strength “we are 
competitors but we see the greater picture and vision which entails us to work 
together towards the greater good” said one merchant. Mathews & Tan (2011) 
explain the importance of collaboration amongst companies and also point to the 
collective strength when cooperating across borders and in this case across ICA Maxi 
stores. This cross-border partnership is also very much encouraged by Braungart & 
McDonough (2010) as well. The last mentioned authors emphasizes the importance of 
not being afraid to share knowledge and experience because the fear of strengthening 
ones competitor.  

Additionally widespread cooperation between ICA and the municipality in which they 
function was also deemed necessary for having the largest impact. This importance of 
cross-border cooperation and stakeholder relationship can also be found in an article 
written by Manzini & Vezzoli (2003) which explains the importance of relationships 
and partnerships across borders when wanting to implement potential sustainability 
frameworks and producing new economic interest. Clinton (2013) also expresses a 
necessity of cross border cooperation in the quest for becoming more sustainable and 
explains the importance of a strong relationship between consumers, producers and 
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governments. This view permeates all respondents as well and shows a strong will 
and desire of cross-border cooperation amongst all respondents. Since ICA is driven 
in building relationships amongst themselves and other companies this step can be 
found to be an important step in the development of circular economic strategies and 
this creation of cross-border cooperation a viable and significant stage in this 
transition. 

Naturally the corporate office was seen as a key in driving CE and implementing and 
constructing viable and economically rational structures for CE implementations. It 
was seen by all respondents as increasingly important to start a re-structuring of the 
corporate office where CE thinking is educated and taught leading to it becoming a 
natural part of all operations, this also entailed the development of a specialized 
design team. Bechtel et al. (2010) writes of this re-structuring of a company’s core 
ideas as being a costly step in the transition and many times even a hindrances in the 
transition, which in turn slows the process. The respondents however, all view the 
importance of education and knowledge as being a crucial first step towards CE. 
Some of the merchants also pointed to the desire of implementing long-term 
strategies, which would permeate all of ICA in being more sustainable instead of 
short-term solutions such as climate goals. R8 for example expressed wanting to 
move away from climate goals towards what he referred to as “actual, long-term 
sustainability measures”. This is also something that Braungart & McDonough (2010) 
explain as companies wanting to be “less bad” and does so by implementing climate 
goals, which sound ambitious but in reality is a short-term solution. 

Additionally, another important actor identified in the quest for CE was said to be the 
consumer. As Geng & Doberstein (2008) explains public participation is crucial for 
implementing CE. The authors conducted their study in China, which according to the 
study lacks the human and institutional capacities to encourage public participation. 
However, Sweden is one of the most advanced countries in the world in regards to 
sustainability and where public knowledge levels on environmental issues is 
enormous and permeates most households. This can thus point to an easier process in 
regards to involving the public. The customer was thus highlighted by most 
respondents as a key actor, “what the customer wants is what the customer gets” was 
often expressed by the merchants. The respondents all pointed to the increasing 
expectation and awareness within the average consumer which put them in the fore 
front of actors, thus to keep up with the market and its development CE strategies 
needs to develop and be a natural part of operations said the respondents. Lozano, 
(2015) also points to the increasing customer demand and the increasing expectation 
that is put on companies by its customers. Meurling (1978) also express an 
importance of listening to the market and understanding what will be required of it. 
He also expresses the importance of understanding and being aware of the constant 
shift and thus be prepared to adapt to the changes that occur when the market 
develops (1978). 

7.2 Conclusions	  

In conclusion, the actors which were identified are listed in table 3 and includes e.g. 
the municipality in which ICA conducts business, the suppliers of ICAs products, the 
corporate office and a specialized design team operating within the corporate level, as 
well as the merchants and lastly the every so powerful consumer. 
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8 Potential	  challenges	  a	  food	  and	  retail	  company	  might	  
experience	  if	  implementing	  circular	  economic	  solutions	  

This part of the thesis includes a discussion and conclusions section tied to result as 
well as the theory. 

8.1 Discussion	  

A challenge that was expressed many times was the notion of wanting to do too much 
too fast, leading to forgetting what drives ICA, economic gain. Some concerns were 
shown within the respondents that doing too much could result in costly 
consequences. This hesitation is according to Bectel et al. (2010) a common challenge 
presented when considering circular implementations. Geng & Doberstein (2008) also 
present the same challenge and point to the fact that science and technology are key 
components of circular economy. According to the Geng & Doberstein (2008) the 
revolution that comes with circular technology will help make industry greener while 
at the same time producing industrial output while using less materials as well as less 
energy, the author state that the investment in new technology is necessary and that 
without this necessary investment it is unlikely for a company to improve its 
sustainability measures. 

 The respondents also saw a challenge in creating new behaviors within their 
customer base, thus shifting the need of owning products to renting them when 
needed. This challenge was also by presented by Geng & Doberstein (2008) as one of 
three challenges facing companies who seek to become circular. The importance of 
public participation is thus crucial for implementing CE. Dabrowska & Gutkowska 
(2015) in comparison sees public participation as constantly increasing along with the 
increasing public knowledge on environmental degradation and over consumption and 
thus sees the creation of new behaviors as a natural part of our quest of being more 
environmentally conscious and sustainable in everyday life.  

The biggest challenge, however which was presented in almost all interviews was the 
economic concern, “How do we make money on this?” was often the question asked 
at the end of the interviews. Some of the merchants had difficulties seeing how a 
rational and viable structure could be created to lead to economic benefits. The 
perception of CE profitability was problematic and many expressed a concern for how 
to measure the economic gains, something that is a difficulty within the theory in 
general and often is a point for the theory’s critics. Preston (2012) explains the 
incorporating CE practices will require companies to adjust their ongoing operations 
to develop structures for CE. One of the hurdles presented by Preston includes large 
transaction costs and delays in negotiating with suppliers for example. However, 
Preston also explains that larger retailers, such as ICA, are well practiced in pushing 
norms and standards down supply chains, they thus have bargaining power. Moreno et 
al. (2014) also present the initial reaction amongst companies and business owners in 
regards to CE being the hesitation towards how to structure viable business models 
and the cost restraints. This hesitation encompasses most challenges, which are 
presented in literature regarding the topic; there is however no concrete examples 
found on why CE implementations would not be economically viable as long as 
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rational structures are developed. Additionally, as R6 explained it is important not to 
only seek the economic gain in one specific sphere and instead seek to find the overall 
gain of CE implementation for ICA as a whole, this attitude and outlook on the 
overall benefit of CE implementations is also presented by Preston (2012). 

Another hesitation which, in turn leads to being a challenge is the lack of economic 
incentives of transitioning to CE, explained several merchants. Had there been an 
economic incentive from the state or government than most of us would be more 
incline to transition said several merchants. This is in line with Preston (2012) and his 
conclusion of the importance of state and government incentives. The author also 
points to the key role of a government in reshaping and encouraging CE. 

The challenges presented by the respondents are the same that are visible within in the 
literature study and can be seen as classic challenges that companies face when 
considering implementing more circular economic strategies. The overall opinion 
however from the merchants is clear; if the structures are created and economic 
incentives presented than willingness and desire does exist in implementing CE. All 
merchants expressed a positive outlook on the theory of CE and showed wide interest 
in implementing its ideas in their stores ones viable structures were developed by the 
corporate wing. 

8.2 Conclusion	  

In conclusion, among the potential challenges that a food and retail company might 
experience if implementing circular economic solutions, the one that became present 
mostly entailed the economic sphere, how is the economy behind CE measured? How 
would ICA measure the economic benefit and gain if implementing this? The overall 
challenge also included the difficulty of establishing viable structures for example 
rental schemes.  
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9 Potential	  benefits	  a	  food	  and	  retail	  company	  might	  
experience	  if	  implementing	  circular	  economic	  based	  
solutions	  

This part of the thesis includes a discussion and conclusions section tied to result as 
well as the theory. 

9.1 Discussion	  

There is a widespread and all encompassing understanding within all respondents of 
the environmental benefits that more circular implementations would entail. This 
perception of the environmental benefit is in line with the benefit presented by 
Braungart and McDonough (2010) and Braungart et al. (2007). This environmental 
benefit is also understood to lead to economic benefits if viable structures and 
business development is handled correctly by the corporate sphere of ICA. Mathews 
& Tan (2008) findings show that Chinas circular trend in regards to solar power now 
has become the world’s largest and the country’s investment in renewable energy has 
steadily increased whilst investments in fossil fuels has decreased. This has in turn led 
to incredible economic savings. 

As mentioned earlier, ICA as well as its merchants are driven and an overall industry 
leader in regards to sustainability and that can be seen within each respondent and its 
willingness of driving and developing the topic even further. This implementation is 
also widely understood by the respondents to leading to a competitive advantage on 
the market where consumers’ expectations increase continuously. Braungart & 
McDonough (2003, 2010) explain that the CE strategy is likely to gain a competitive 
advantage because of its likelihood of meeting market requirements associated with 
more secure supply, more convenience for consumers and lower environmental costs. 
This competitive advantage is also linked to prolonged commercial relationships 
between company and consumer explains Moreno et al. (2014). The authors also 
present the idea that circular implementations such as rental structures could build 
long term relationships between company and customer, building this trust is thus 
crucial when striving for competitive advantage. Additionally, Vandermerwe (1993) 
writes that long-term corporate success is inextricably linked with a company’s ability 
of satisfying its customers. This is very much in line with the respondent’s statements 
of the increasing expectations of the customer and that customers today expect 
sustainability to be part of operations and business. 

Most respondents focus on the environmental gain and benefit that CE entail and thus 
point to the importance if taking responsibility as a company and organization, which 
strive to be leading the sustainability quest. This idea is in line with Van Der Wiel et 
al. (2012) opinion on companies having to take more responsibility in how they 
conduct business as well as their overall waste management. The results interestingly 
show the personal desire of all merchants of taking on a bigger role and thus 
becoming “greener” and more sustainable. 

The financial benefit is nevertheless also a big driver in the implementation of CE. 
The respondents being very educated on our planetary boundaries as presented by 
Steffen et al. (2015) and the increasing cost of raw material saw the shift towards CE 
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as being a necessary step in resource efficiency and material cost saving. It is 
inevitable that a company will save money if they “do more with less” as Braungart & 
McDonough (2010) says, being resource efficient and re-using materials is thus a 
benefit presented by the authors. McDonough & Braungart (1998) in their early work 
present the incredible economic benefit that can be made. They present the case of the 
company 3M and the fact that the company saved more than 750 million dollars 
through its circular implementations. Naturally, as the authors explains, reducing the 
use of natural resources and raw material will save ICA money as well as show the 
company’s overall interest in becoming more circular and sustainable.  

The respondents clearly see a competitive advantage with implementing CE 
strategies. The clear strengthening of ICA’s already dominant environmental profile is 
viewed as very desirable and wanted. Additionally, widespread opinion of this being a 
necessary step in becoming more sustainable also permeates all respondents’ 
interviews. The attitude of this being a natural step in the quest for sustainability is 
strong and even though the terminology is new for all merchants the strategies and 
desire to develop ongoing strategies is not.  

All respondents point to the initial environmental benefits of becoming more resource 
efficient. This goes hand in hand with the CE-theory presented by Braungart & 
McDonough (2010), which points to the rising cost of natural resources and raw 
material as being one of the main drivers of this theory (World Economic Forum 
2014), thus the inevitable economic gain/saving when implementing viable circular 
structures is also a driver in the transition. Another benefit as well as driver across all 
respondents is the competitive advantage it would lead to on the market amongst 
customers (Meurling, 1978). The general answer points to leading the race and having 
to develop sustainable practices because it is not only desired but it is also expected 
by customers and not driving the issues would result in loss of revenues and loss of 
customers. The increasing awareness and expectation from consumers is a very 
common driver for the transition of becoming more circular (Vanderwerve, 1983). 
New consumption patterns where people consciously choose environmentally friendly 
and sustainable products are an important factor, which can bolster and drive 
implementation (Clinton, 2013). 

9.2 Conclusion	  

In conclusion, the potential benefits a food and retail company might experience if 
implementing circular economic based solutions is the overall strengthening of the 
company’s environmental profile, which means a stronger competitive advantage. It 
also became evident that all respondents believed there was money to be made if 
correct structures were developed leading to resource efficiency as well as an increase 
in customer support. 
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10 Method	  Discussion	  
This section will include a short discussion regarding difficulty in the methods that 
were chosen for the study and the experience that was presented when using the 
chosen method. 

Some difficulty was presented in regards to the literature study. Since circular 
economy is a rather new terminology especially in regards to the food and retail 
industry not much literature is available. Therefore it was important to analyze CE in 
other industries to create an understanding of it in regards to the topic of the thesis. 
Since the terminology also encompasses many different parts of sustainability such as 
for example resource efficiency, eco-effectiveness and waste-management, literature 
needed to be carefully examined to fit within the topic of circular economy within the 
food and retail industry since CE implementations many times uses other terminology 
such as presented above. The research gap on the topic was vast and complicated the 
literature study somewhat, however it also meant that the thesis fills an important role 
in the on-going debate of CE. 

There was also a great difficulty in establishing interviews with a wider range of 
interesting and relevant personnel at ICA. This led to a limitation in the method. 
Employees from various responsibilities and dimensions of ICA would have been 
desirable and given this thesis more depth.  
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11 Concluding	  Discussion	  
Concluding discussions from the overall thesis and the experience of conducting the 
research for this thesis are presented in this chapter. 

11.1 Experience	  and	  observations	  within	  ICA	  

When organizing the interviews together with the contact person Lena Bergendahl, 
several difficulties presented themselves based on the chosen qualitative method of 
the paper.  

Because of a very hierarchical structure within the organization of ICA finding 
respondents to participate was increasingly difficult and proved to be a challenging 
part of this thesis. This was mainly observed through the lack of participants from the 
head office. An informative and educational workshop was planned to take place at 
the office in Gothenburg. However, some days before the workshop was meant to 
take place it was cancelled by the main management team, this because it was 
perceived to take too much time away from the employees and their daily duties. This 
lack of educational investment is presented by Bechtel et al. (2010) as a common 
reason why companies postpone circular implementations. Unfortunately this 
occurrence happened more than once where superior supervisors prevented middle 
managers and employees to participate because of time constraints, Moreno et al. 
(2014) also presented time constraints as being a common obstacle presented within 
companies when considering the implementation of CE. This in turn led to a shift in 
the empirical collection phase where the merchants received a larger part in the data 
collection. However, this lack of prioritizing education and preventing interviews 
from taking place is also a conclusion in itself for the organization. For circular 
economy to become a natural part of operations education is key and the theory and 
its strategies have to be given proper attention and time, this important element of 
education is also presented by Braungart & McDonough (2010).  

Additionally I also want to take the opportunity of tying this research to a report 
conducted and presented by IVA by the name of Resource Efficiency: Policy 
development by 2025 (IVA, 2016), in the midst of writing this paper. This initiative 
by IVA sets out to find ways for Swedish businesses to become more sustainable, 
resource efficient and competitive on the market. Six areas for policy development 
concluded the report, these areas for development originally stems from the theory of 
CE and can be found within most of the authors presented in the theory chapter (IVA, 
2016): 

1. A mapping of resource flows and utilization is crucial for creating a cost 
evaluation of products and its production. 

2. The creation of trans-boundary cooperation amongst companies 
3. Incentives for sustainable & circular design 
4. Simplification of sharing and service development 
5. Developing well functioning markets for secondary material and products 
6. Create incentives for recycling materials 

Most of these topics, if not all, have been handled within each interview. The results 
presented by the merchants as well as corporate all point to the same conclusions as 
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the ones above; how to drive sustainability forward and how to become more 
circular/resource efficient. This report only enhances the need and drive towards 
circular thinking. It shows that this step and the development of these strategies are 
advancing and will become an inevitable part of Swedish companies operations. 
According to Meurling (1978), ICA, as the largest food and retail company in 
Sweden, will have to adapt and create circular strategies if wanting to maintain its 
position of the Swedish market. This only validates the importance of this thesis and 
emphasizes on the importance for ICA to act and incorporate this into operations. 

The decision to present this report was encouraged by the unfortunate lack of 
cooperation on ICAs corporate level. The interest, or lack thereof, was easily 
identified by higher-level management, which unfortunately made this research 
difficult to implement in the ways it originally was meant to. Middle-level managers 
were very passionate about this topic and ICAs corporate research branch are 
incredibly passionate about the topic of sustainability, however because of the 
hierarchical structure of ICA not even the most driven and passionate employee will 
be able to drive a topic unless it has all of the top tier with them. This is not to say that 
CE strategies will not be implemented, on the contrary, I do believe that ICA has the 
means and desires to do so. I do however, worry of the time it will take to go from A 
to B to actual implementation.  

This thesis will hopefully have put the initial groundwork for understanding 
merchants’ as well as the corporate office willingness and attitudes in the 
implementations of CE. Hopefully, the merchant’s eager and enthusiastic outlook will 
encourage the corporate level to start developing circular products and services. It is 
however important to start this process with a simple and practicable approach. The 
first step should merely include education. ICA today has many ways of reaching its 
merchants and thus educating them on the topic of CE. This education also needs to 
be implemented on the corporate level so that the thinking, which permeates all 
design & production as well as business development naturally, contains an element 
of circular thinking. 

When the educational period has been met structures for CE implementations need to 
take place. A specialized pilot project could be conducted in stores to see if the 
customer is willing to pay for services instead of purchasing products. The ideas 
surrounding the collaborative consumptions theory presented by Dabrowska & 
Gutkowska (2015) as well as Botsman & Rogers (2010) thus need to be investigated 
in the case of ICA to understand the Swedish customers’ attitudes and willingness 
towards circular economy. 

Most importantly it is necessary to examine the economic benefit and the challenges 
of implementing circular economic strategies. Difficulty will present itself in the 
measuring of the economic gain, it may however be important to point to the positive 
winnings in other spheres beyond economic gain such as increase in competitive 
advantage, increase in customers, stronger environmental profile and so on. 

As this thesis many times mentions, the customers’ expectation is only increasing and 
it is naïve to think that this sustainable thinking will decrease. People today are 
educating themselves more, sustainable educational programs are increasing yearly, 
sustainability projects and initiatives are written about daily in media, social media, 
blogs etc. All this concludes a simple truth, we are becoming increasingly aware of 
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the planetary boundaries and environment surrounding us and we will take measures 
in supporting companies that employ the same values as ourselves. 

11.2 Experience	  and	  Observations	  amongst	  ICA-‐merchants	  

The term circular economy was not recognized by any of the merchants. However, 
sustainability in general was something encompassing all merchants every day 
operations as well as interest. They were driven in taking sustainability forwards and 
perceived this to be the next step in leading the development of sustainability. The 
merchant all had an interest in the topic of circular economy and showed interest in 
how to implement it on their operations. Most attention was given to rental schemes 
of car-pools, bike rentals as well as in-store rentals of products. A large interest was 
also shown in regards to circular packaging and better and more circular products. 
Most of the merchants focused on the topic of product design and development and 
found it crucial to make better products from the early stages of design. An overall 
interest in collecting used products such as appliances and clothing also was a point of 
interest. All involved merchants expressed a willingness as well as interest in 
implementing circular strategies in their stores if it was viable and economically 
doable. The doubts in regards to the theory was almost conclusively tied to the 
practical spheres of implementation, how it would be done and at what cost?  

In conclusion the overall attitude was positive and a genuine interest in driving the 
implementations forwards was strong within the merchants. Additionally the 
importance of taking more responsibility and becoming more in touch with nature was 
something highly important for the merchants. 
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12 Conclusion	  and	  Future	  Research	  
This chapter presents conclusions and future research.  

12.1 Conclusions	  

As stated in the beginning of this thesis the aim of this study was to examine how a 
food and retail company could implement circular economic structures into everyday 
operations. This aim was divided into four research questions and the conclusions 
(also presented in chapter 6-9) are presented in below sub-sections.  

12.2 Suitable	  product	  categories	  to	  transform	  into	  circular	  economic	  based	  
solutions	  

The conclusion is that the most suitable product categories to transform into circular 
economic based solutions seems to be carpools, to rental structures involving 
bicycles, home appliances and solar panels, see table 2. The presented results vary 
greatly and encompass new categories for ICA, such as solar panel-rentals, in-store 
rental models and ideas regarding customer transportation.  

The importance of creating better and more sustainable products from the early design 
and production stages were also identified within the participants and viewed as 
crucial in becoming more circular. 

12.3 Potential	  actors	  influenced	  and	  who	  needs	  to	  be	  involved	  if	  a	  food	  and	  
retail	  company	  wants	  to	  implement	  circular	  economic	  based	  solutions	  

In conclusion, the actors, which were identified, are listed in table 3 and include e.g. 
the municipality in which ICA conducts business, the suppliers of ICAs products, the 
corporate office and a specialized design team operating within the corporate level, as 
well as the merchants and lastly the every so powerful consumer. 

12.4 Potential	  challenges	  a	  food	  and	  retail	  company	  might	  experience	  if	  
implementing	  circular	  economic	  solutions	  

In conclusion, among the potential challenges that a food and retail company might 
experience if implementing circular economic solutions, the one that became present 
mostly entailed the economic sphere, how is the economy behind CE measured? How 
would ICA measure the economic benefit and gain if implementing this? The overall 
challenge also included the difficulty of establishing viable structures for example 
rental schemes.  

12.5 Potential	  benefits	  a	  food	  and	  retail	  company	  might	  experience	  if	  
implementing	  circular	  economic	  based	  solutions	  

In conclusion, the potential benefits a food and retail company might experience if 
implementing circular economic based solutions is the overall strengthening of the 
company’s environmental profile, which means a stronger competitive advantage. It 
also became evident that all respondents believed there was money to be made if 
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correct structures were developed leading to resource efficiency as well as an increase 
in customer support. 

12.6 Recommendations	  for	  Future	  Research	  

It is important for ICA to utilize the increasing educational forum in regards to 
sustainability and business, many universities offer specialized programs, which 
encompass design, product development and strategy implementation surrounding 
sustainability and circular economy. Future research could include product 
development, circular packaging development and sustainable implementations as a 
whole within ICA. Research including viable economic structures and models for in-
store rentals are also crucial and can be developed to give viable ideas and 
implementation prototypes. A research including ICAs customer base is also 
necessary to find the attitudes surrounding circular economy and to examine if there is 
a true willingness from the customer to choose circular products and services. 
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15 Appendix	  1:	  Interview	  Guide	  
Semistrukturerade intervjufrågor till personer på ICA 

1. Vad har du för huvudsakliga arbetsuppgifter? 
2. Hur länge har du arbetat med denna typ av arbetsuppgifter? 
3. Känner du till begreppet Cirkulär ekonomi? 
4, Hur uppfattar du begreppet cirkulär ekonomi (CE)? 
5. Vilket intresse finns hos ICA för att skapa CE baserade produkter/tjänster? 

a. Vilka är drivkrafterna; ekonomiska, miljömässiga, sociala, osv? 
b. Vad skulle kunna vara drivkrafter; ekonomiska, miljömässiga, sociala, osv? 
c. Skiljer sig detta jämfört med liknade detaljhandel/dagligvaruhandel? 

6. Vilket intresse finns hos kunderna för att skapa CE baserade produkter/tjänster? 
a. Är kunderna öppna gentemot att låna/hyra produkter? 
b. Vad skulle kunna påverka deras intresse? 
c. Skiljer sig detta jämfört med liknade detaljhandel/dagligvaruhandel? 

7. Hur skulle CE baserade produkter/tjänster kunna implementeras på ICA? 
a. Vilka produktkategorier skulle vara lämpliga och varför? 
b. Vilka aktörer (inköpare, produktutvecklare, etc) skulle främst påverkas? 
c. Finns det möjlighet att implementera ett hyr-system på ICA Maxi butiker 
(Att ta betalt för funktion snarare än produkt) 
d. Vilka aktörer på ICA skulle behöva involveras?  

8. Vilka interna och externa utmaningar och fördelar ser ni med att skapa CE baserade 
produkter/tjänster inom ICA? 

a. Vilka resurser finns, alternativ skulle behövas? 
b. Skiljer sig dessa jämfört med liknade detaljhandel/dagligvaruhandel? 

9. Om du fick föreställa dig ett dröm-scenarion kring detta, hur skulle det då se ut? 
10. Är det någon fråga som du tycker att jag borde ställt? 
11. Finns det något som du skulle vilja komplettera till tidigare givna svar? 
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16 Appendix	  2:	  Interview	  Excerpts	  	  
Below one will find interview excerpts organized after the research questions at hand. 

Within the food and retail industry, what could be suitable product categories to 
transform into circular economic based solutions? 

“This needs to be implemented on the whole company. The increase of 
organic produce needs to continue. Different sustainable labeling such as 
MSC and FSC needs to continue and increase. In our sphere of ICA 
(Special) this is predominantly focused to product development and 
product design. We have to rethink these stages and make our products 
better from the beginning. I also believe that different rental schemes can 
become very successful in stores” Lena Bergendal, environmental and 
social responsibility manager at ICA. 

“I would like to se more circular tendencies especially in regards to 
packaging” Emma Nilsson, Sales leader at ICA Maxi, Nacka. 

“I absolutely think that customers would be positive towards car-pools 
and rental bicycles and this system is fully functioning in other countries 
so why not here? This I am a strong believer in” Joakim Lindgren ICA-
merchant in Umea. 

“Packaging I think is an easy step and I sometimes wonder why we have 
not already taken it” Christopher Plate ICA-merchant in Gothenburg. 

“It is very important to leave the use of one-time products as well as 
reviewing the packaging of our own products because they are not merely 
costly but also un-sustainable” Fredrik Grindemark ICA-merchant 
Malmo. 

“I do not have a specific category in mind in regards to this but I know 
from experience that we has merchants and our employees have many new 
and innovative ideas in regards to sustainability and resource efficiency. 
We are the ones who together have to drive this and we are stronger 
together and then it is up to the head office to find solutions and 
implementation strategies for rental schemes for example” Kent 
Kristoffersson ICA-merchant in Ostersund. 

“Products such as silverware, mugs, grills and children’s bicycles can 
also work within a rental option” Christopher Plate ICA-merchant in 
Gothenburg 

“Another thing can be that we take in used products for re-use or 
recycling because I know from personal experience that the customers 
today are choosing companies that offer that service” Christopher Plate 
ICA-merchant in Gothenburg 
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“Solar panels is also something I believe in, we could rent out solar panels 
to our customers over a longer time span of 5-10 years, this I think is a 
great idea” Joakim Lindgren ICA-merchant in Umea. 

“Today the average consumer has endless amounts of clothes, shoes and 
other unnecessary stuff, an initiative could start so that the customer 
brings us its used goods and we take it forwards through re-use or 
recycling, a second hand market could also be established” Patrick 
Wiberg ICA-merchant in Kalmar. 

“There is a packaging-hysteria going on today and I think that a circular 
packaging would fit into this and also be a quick fix” Håkan Seiborg ICA-
merchant in Vaxjo. 

“How do we become friends with nature I ask and I truly believe that 
energy and effectivising energy is the way to go and in regards to energy 
efficiency I do not se any limits. I also feel that we can do more from our 
waste. For example, here in Kalmar we just received two new containers 
where the waste in the containers are used for biofuel for the local buses, 
this can be made much bigger I believe. This is a classic example of what 
needs to take place, an overall cooperation between industry and 
municipality. This collaboration is necessary to integrate all parts of 
society and give the best result” Patrick Wiberg ICA-merchant in Kalmar. 

“Each week my store has about 60´000 customers if we could only involve 
them in a smarter tomorrow a drastic change would be seen. We could 
offer them rental bikes and bicycle trollies. A car pool can also be a very 
important tool in the quest of sustainability, a Maxi-car. In regards to 
recycling I believe that we could start a new recycling system. Like the one 
we have today where we recycle empty bottles and cans but instead a new 
system could include the recycling of other plastic containers. This I feel 
would involve the customers as well and inspire them to live more circular 
and to implement this thinking more in their every day life. It is great if we 
can save money by recycling but it would be even better we could make 
money of it” Patrick Wiberg ICA-merchant in Kalmar. 

“It is difficult to foresee exactly where this thinking would fit in but in a 
greater scale I feel as though it would fit in everywhere as long as smart 
and rational solutions are behind it. For example we could create better 
and more sustainable products. Products could get a longer expiration 
date like the new milk we have today that lasts longer. But we also have to 
teach our customers not to be blinded by the expiration date and make a 
conscious choice when they are standing by the milk looking for the milk 
with the longest date. If the customer instead actively chooses the milk with 
the shorter expiration date we would save drastically in regards to food 
waste” Hans Gunnarsson ICA-merchant in Toftanas.  

“In Sweden we are already very advanced when it comes to recycling and 
Maxi Supermarkets already have many recycling centers. This however, is 
something I feel can be taken further” Hans Gunnarsson ICA-merchant in 
Toftanas.  
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“At festivities and holidays one could want to rent porcelain. I also believe 
that car-pools is something to look into” Bernt Welander ICA-merchant 
Barbarbystaden. 

Which potential actors are influenced and need to be involved if a food and retail 
company wants to implement circular economic based solutions? 

Suppliers definitely and suppliers today are very knowledgeable on these 
topics (sustainability). They understand that the market will demand a 
change and shift in consumption as well as production patterns, so there is 
money to be made here and suppliers know this. A design teams also needs 
to form where circular thinking is a driving force, a specialized and 
competent team need to be employed. In addition I believe that education 
and knowledge is key. Everyone needs to be educated in the school of 
circular economy so that it is a natural part of everyone’s job and thus 
encompasses all spheres of ICA, naturally! Lena Bergendal, environmental 
and social responsibility manager at ICA. 

We know from experience that we merchants are stronger together; when 
we do things collectively we have a much larger impact. We have the 
tendency to see the bigger picture and vision at hand and because of that 
we are also able to find sustainable solutions. I also strongly believe that 
we need a larger multi sectoral cooperation between other companies such 
as Axfood and Coop. We cannot be afraid of sharing knowledge and 
expertise. It is absolutely necessary to work together for the common 
good” Kent Kristoffersson ICA-merchant in Ostersund. 

“We need to create and drive our own circular life cycle where the market, 
the society, the people and the companies work together in creating a 
sustainable life” Patrick Wiberg ICA-merchant in Kalmar. 

“We have to influence and educate our customers to make an active choice 
in their daily life so I believe that we as staff and the merchants who 
operate the store play a crucial role as well, much can be done with a 
bottom-up approach I believe” Emma Nilsson, Sales leader ICA Maxi, 
Nacka. 

“ I feel that suppliers of our products would be skeptical because ether are 
always looking to sell on more product, they are built on the notion of 
consumption” Joakim Lindgren ICA-merchant in Umea. 

“The biggest potential is human behavior, we have to be better and we 
know this” Hans Gunnarson ICA-merchant in Toftanas.  

“The constant increase in knowledge within the average consumer is 
making our customers expect more and thus requesting more sustainable 
and better products” Fredrik Grindemark ICA-handlare Malmo. 

“There are many challenges for us as business owners as well as for the 
customer to break its patterns and habits. But the biggest challenge I feel 
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is with the supplier, how can they implement this?" Bernt Welander ICA-
merchant at Barkarbystad. 

“I think that for this to get bigger and for this to be done in a correct and 
sustainable way it is necessary to create a cross-border, trans boundary 
cooperation between us as a company and the municipality, as well as the 
customer. It is not enough that we as a company do this; instead it needs to 
be a joined effort and cooperation between us and the municipality we 
function in. For this to become truly sustainable and long-term we need 
cooperation” Patrick Wiberg ICA-merchant in Kalmar. 

If implementing circular economic based solutions, what potential challenges 
might a food and retail company experience?  

“The challenge internally could be that we want to do too much too fast, 
that we want everything to become circular right away. This could in turn 
lead to us losing our grasp and losing control of the development of CE” 
Lena Bergendal, environmental and social responsibility manager at ICA. 

“I feel that a challenge could be that this (CE) would create new behaviors 
within the customer and its consumptions patterns. This would mean that 
we as a company would have to see the bigger picture and be patient, thus 
not only focus on the now and the immediate” Hans Gunnarsson ICA-
merchant in Toftanas. 

“Products with shorter life spans I think are difficult to include in this. I 
am also skeptical over implementing this in regards to consumer articles 
which is our focus, I also think it is important to focus on this on the 
product development stage to create a better more environmental product 
from the beginning” Joakim Lindgren ICA-merchant in Umea. 

“The main challenge I see for us who operate ICA Maxi stores is the 
economic difficulty. How do we make this profitable? I also wonder how 
we would get the supplier willing to participate, that is the main 
challenge” Bernt Welander ICA-merchant at Barkarbystad. 

“I think it is difficult to see the benefits and earnings in all spheres of ICA 
and it may require us to settle for the benefit in on sphere and cost in 
another. The customer also needs to see a financial benefit or a 
simplification of everyday activities. I do think this will be met by some 
resistance from the customer but if we explain what the bigger picture 
entail I am sure they will understand and make more conscious choices, its 
all about education and information and we can provide that” Fredrik 
Grindemark ICA-merchant in Malmo. 

“The akilles heal for me is just how to get this to properly function” Håkan 
Seiborg ICA-merchant in Vaxjo. 

“The biggest challenge is always how we implement something new so that 
it is economically sustainable. Ideas are always easy to present but how do 
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we involve our customers in this and how do we explain the benefits? 
Patrick Wiberg ICA-merchant in Kalmar 

“For me the shoe does not really fit in regards to the economy behind this 
and unfortunately as long as the economy is not developed there is not an 
interest for my part. It is not a secret that we operate to make money and if 
that opportunity does not exist we will not implement something. However, 
if the economy behind circular economy was established and made 
rational than I would be very optimistic about it but again, there needs to 
be financial initiatives behind this. But the direct challenge I see and feel 
is how to get a rational and sustainable structure so that this can be 
implemented” Christopher Plate ICA-merchant in Gothenburg. 

“Economic incentives are important both for the customer as well as the 
company. For example, in my store we take all organic waste and it is 
later turned into biofuel, here I make money which makes me more 
inclined to develop and continue a new strategy” Hans Gunnarsson ICA- 
merchant in Toftanas. 

“A very big challenge is that this I difficult to measure in money and that 
can slow the process of it. It would also take a change from current 
material things such as machine which can be costly” Fredrik Grindemark 
ICA-merchant Malmo.  

“I see the cost as being a challenge,; how do we offer our customers the 
best price possible for the best product possible” Emma Nilsson, Sales 
leader, ICA Maxi, Nacka. 

If implementing circular economic based solutions, what potential benefits might 
a food and retail company experience? 

“The biggest benefit initially is the environmental benefits and this in turn 
will lead to a tremendous economic benefit as well if we use this circular 
thinking correctly. In 50 years we will look back and strongly question the 
way we produced and consumed, this is just the next step for us that we 
have to take. Additionally this would also make us more competitive on the 
market and strengthen our environmental profile as well as well as 
financially leading to an economic increase. Internally I also believe that 
it would create a sense of pride within the employees which is a benefit in 
itself” Lena Bergendal, environmental and social responsibility manager at 
ICA. 

“I feel as though it would cost us more not to do anything, we have more 
to lose by not being prominent in this. Sustainability is constantly 
developing and going further and it would cost us more not to advance 
Kent” Kristoffersson ICA-merchant in Ostersund. 

“The economic and environmental driving forces are difficult to argue 
against. When you take responsibility and it leads to financial gain it’s a 
win-win. The benefit is that it contributes to the environment. For me this 
is as natural and obvious as having organic products in my store its is a 



57 

must to drive operations and business forward. We have to run this way 
and if we happen to run past our competitors than great! To sum it up it is 
all about responsibility” Hans Gunnarsson ICA-merchant in Toftanas. 

“Smarter packaging is for me a great thing, both for the environment and 
for economic purposes. For example, when our cat food packaging 
switched from cans to bags we ended saving a lot of money on 
transportation cost” Joakim Lindgren ICA-merchant in Umea. 

“The benefit is sustainability; we take our responsibility which will only 
make us more attractive to customers” Bernt Welander ICA-merchant 
Barkarbystad. 

“The benefits are many but mostly it makes our 
environmental/sustainability profile even stronger, this in turn makes us 
more attractive in the customers eyes leading to a competitive advantage” 
Emma Nilsson, Sales leader, ICA Maxi, Nacka. 

“The driving force her is the economic and environmental contribution. 
The customers today are always requesting better and more sustainable 
options. Implementing this increases our environmental profile on the 
market, which makes us more competitive” Fredrik Grindemark ICA-
merchant Malmo.  

“Generally we are seeing an increase within social responsibility and as a 
company we have to conduct business after sustainability strategies and 
this is increasingly becoming a bigger part of our operations. And by 
moving towards this (CE) we will lead the race and become even stronger 
in our environmental profile” Håkan Seiborg ICA-merchant in Vaxjo. 

“Being a company who looks to make money we have to come up with a 
circular way of making money and saving material, there is a way of 
making money on this circular thinking. We also have to take part in the 
bigger vision and the bigger goal which is to work with mother nature and 
not exhaust her, that is where we can make a difference I feel. In addition, 
that is also where we financially can make a difference for us as 
businesspersons and for our customers. I feel as though we need to start 
thinking a different way, we need to become more sustainable and this in 
turn will lead to economic gains I am sure of it” Patrick Wiberg ICA-
merchant in Vaxjo. 

“Many ICA-merchants are willing to do much for the environment, 
especially in regards to energy efficiency and sustainable packaging. And 
a direct benefit of this is that we take responsibility, responsibility for the 
environment and the planet. Another benefit with this could be that if the 
marketing around it is done well it would lead to strong competitive 
advantage” Christopher Plate ICA-merchant in Gothenburg 
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